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FSA 2026 Excellence Awards
Lee County Nomination - Public Education Effort

The Lee Board of County Commissioners has supported a decades-long commitment to
educate Lee County residents (est. 2024 population: 840,698) and visitors about clean
water and waterway preservation through its Fertilizer Education and Outreach Program
(fertilizesmart.com).

This public education and outreach campaign was originated by the Lee County
Department of Natural Resources, and staff from that department and the Office of
Community Engagement complete the internal campaign team. In 2024, the County
contracted Priority Marketing to develop and implement major components of the latest
campaign creative material and approach.

The annual budget for the public education and outreach contract with Priority Marketing is
$220,000.00, and additional funding of approximately $25,000.00 is spent on printed
materials, educational handouts, and partner sponsorships designed to support the
education effort. The funding for this education program is Lee County’s General Fund
which is supported by ad valorem taxes.

The objective of the Fertilize Smart public education campaign is to engage and educate
the community about proper fertilizer use, irrigation practices, proper disposal of pet
waste, Florida-friendly landscape practices, and other factors that affect water quality. The
goal for this robust education and outreach effort is to prompt personal behavior change:
the desired outcome is to reduce nonpoint stormwater pollution sources, and in so doing
decrease impacts to local waterways and improve water quality in surface waters.

As part of this effort, in 2024 Lee County introduced “Lee the Gnome” as a campaign
mascot and marketing strategy element to capture the public’s attention and reinforce the
campaign’s educational messages. Lee’s message is primarily “Gnome more fertilizing!”
Lee County then took the campaign mascot to the next level to even further engage with
the community: we brought our mascot to life.
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The education and outreach effort strategies and tactics include:

e Drafting articles and news releases, pitching stories, conducting interviews,
creating social media content, maintaining a specific webpage (FertilizeSmart.com)
and providing quotes or commentary for media

e Attending multiple pertinent community events throughout the year to provide in-
person education and outreach to the public

e Providing fact sheets/resource sheets for target media and an online media tool kit

e Proactively pitching stories to the media and coordinating interviews to share key
messages

e The use of billboards in high-traffic areas of the county during the summer fertilizer
blackout period

e Sponsorship agreements with Major and Minor League baseball teams playingin
Lee County

e A campaign mascot costume for community engagement

Pre-and-post education campaign surveys used to gauge meeting goals show an increase
in respondents’ awareness of the pertinent information. Further proof that the campaign
has reached the target audience is evidenced by an increase in reach (percentage of
individuals in the target demographic exposed to a commercial at least once over the
length of the campaign) and frequency (the average number of times a person in the target
demographic is exposed to a commercial over the length of the campaign) of media
coverage by 20% from May 2024 to April 2025.
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Lee County Fertilizer Education and Outreach Program

Billboards

Supporting Information
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Five billboards with 3 different campaign graphics are displayed in high-traffic areas of
unincorporated Lee County during the summer fertilizer blackout period.
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Campaign promotion strategies
include displaying retractable
banners at community
recreation centers, county
buildings and outreach events,
printed informational material,
and useful, reusable handouts
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Lee County’s educational messaging about responsible fertilizer practices has been
widely spread by television (both paid advertising and interviews), radio, newspaper and
other local print media outlets.
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Lee County reminds residents when, where and how to fertilize

SPECIAL TO FLORIDA WEEKLY

With dry season in full swing, Lee
County residents should be mindful of
when, where and how they fertilize in at-
tempits to keep their lawns healthy during
dry season.

Selecting a fertilizer can be as easy
as following three simple steps. When
choosing a fertilizer, loak at the three
numbers on the bag. The first number
represents the percentage of nitrogen,
the second refers to phosphorus and the
third indicates potassium. The nutri-
ents nitrogen and phosphorus can cause
many water pollution issues.

Use a slow-release fertilizer. These
products have less potential to leach or
run off into our waterways than quick-re-
lease fertilizers. Examine the fertilizer
sources on the back of the bag and find
the amount of nitrogen that is “slow-re-
lease” Slow-release nitrogen also results
in less growth surge, which means less
lawn mowing for you. The higher the
percentage of slow-release, the better.

Do a soil test to determine if you need
phosphorus - many Florida soils are nat-
urally high in phosphorus. The UF/IFAS
Extension Service in Lee County offers
soil analysis; experts there can advise
what your lawn may need based on the
results of the soil test: sfyl.ifas.ufl.edu/lee.
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Lee County encourages homeowners to
adopt Florida-friendly yard care practices

STAFF REPORT

lxe County is encouraging homeowners o adopt
|g||l||) yard care practices and Ferilize Smart
into 2026 to help protect the region’s natural
environment during dry season.

Although Lee (wuh s feilizer ban applies during
the summer months of June through September, it's
important to protect waterways year-round. Florida land-
seaping has soeme unique challenges because of the cli-
e, sandy soils, frequent rain and sensitive waterways,
smart lawncare a priority for beautifying and
protecting yards along with the natural environment.

B Lee County is advising residents to start the new
year on the right foot environmentally by following these
[il:
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When the ri lants are se
lected. maintenance and negative en-
vironmental impacts can be minimal,
or a full list of Florida-friendly plants,
visit ffl.ifus.ufledu/apps/plants. For
more information on how 1o fertil-
ize smart, visit FertilizeSmart. com.

ways, incliding lakes, canals, rivers, creeks and other
bodies of water.

B Sweep material spills off doveways and sidewalks.
so they don't wash into drains.

B Follow all instructions on product labels and re-
member that more fertilizer isn't better.

During the eainy season, which generally runs from
Detober, unn ecessary femilizing
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lawns and into waterways, feeding harmful algae instead
of grass

Lee County residents can resolve to adopt prac
habits that conserve water, reduce water pollution
keep landscapes healthy in Florida's climate, Lee Cou
wivises residents unfamili ar with
lices o consider ]||r|| L

g best |\r.m.
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able landscape management practices that protect and
preserve Flomda's natural resources and water. Another
consideration is turf that thrives in Florida's heat. ho-
midity and soil. The right twrf requires less water, fewer
chemicals and less maintenance.

In addition to encournging residents to Fertilize Smart.
Lee County is spreading the word about water conser-
vation with its Water Smart initiative, which provides

information about the County™s water conservation ondi-

L

wale efficient sprinklers, allowing rain to do the work.
5 ng a rain sensor or smart I{Ilg.lllﬂll system and
avoiding walering too much. Lecal watering guidelines
and restrictions are lable omline af LeésGav.com/
MNaturalResources WaterSi

For more information .ll.mlll Lee County’s Ferilize
Smarl initiative, please visit FertilizeSmart.com.
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Community Engagement and Outreach

Lee County Natural Resources staff participates in multiple well-attended community
events such as Goldenfest, the Lee County Ag Expo, Major and Minor League baseball
games, garden festivals and more throughout the year. These events provide an
opportunity to engage face to face with the public, provide printed materials and
handouts, and educate the public about responsible fertilizer and pet waste disposal
practices as well as many other water quality issues.

Sample of Social Media Posts

Lee County has a very active social media presence for the campaign — static posts,
videos, and fresh content all year round, plus an email distribution list.

survey to show what you know about fertilizing smart. Let's
1 our beautiful waterways in Lee County
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K 38 The Lee County
B8 Fertilizer Education and
Outreach Program
campaign mascot, Lee
the Gnome, was
brought to life in the
form of a custom-
designed mascot
costume. Lee’s tropical
shirt design
incorporates the Lee
County logo to attract
attention and enhance
county recognition at
events. As the face of
the campaign, Lee will
. make public

appearances to create
more campaign
awareness, increase
public engagement ,
and create a fun and
memorable interactive
experience for the
communitv.
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Bringing the Campaign Mascot to Life

Lee County is fully invested in its Fertilizer Education and Outreach effort! Lee the
Gnome, the garden gnome that is the campaign mascot and a recognizable messaging
ambassador, has been brought to life. Scenes from the mascot costume introductory
video are shown below (the mascot costume “reveal” video may be viewed at
FertilizeSmart.com).
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