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The world of fertilizer as we know it continues to change.  Increased global demand has lead to escalating prices and concerns about availability.  All of these changes have renewed questions about just how many nutrients our crops need and what is the best way to get those nutrients to the crop.  This is part 1 of a short series with pointers on choosing the fertilizer that will meet your needs.  

First Things First

There are no magic solutions!  No one product is a cure all.  A successful program is based on good overall soil fertility (proper pH, adequate macro and micro nutrients, good soil health, etc.).  Fertilizer programs will vary and there is often more than one correct answer; however, a proper fertilizer program will always take all of the above into account.  And though you may have an idea whether a field has good fertility based on past management soil analysis from a reputable lab are the only way to really know where your fields stand.  

Ok, so you have soil analysis on all your fields and are utilizing them, tended to the fields that need lime and developed a plan to make sure you are getting the most out of your manure nutrients.  All this has helped you identify which fields will need additional fertilizer and how much, so now we can talk about fertilizer choices.  

Picking the proper fertilizer analysis 

Typically we talk about N-P-K in fertilizer analysis.  One of the most recognized fertilizers is likely 19-19-19; however, fields that have received lots of dairy manure are typically high in phosphorous (P) and potassium (K), particularly for corn we often find that we only need nitrogen (N) and not the P & K. 

We have choices, we are not locked into a specific analysis like 19-19-19, look for analysis with the nutrient ratio your crop needs or work with your fertilizer dealer to blend an analysis that fits your needs to avoid spending the extra money on nutrients that are not needed by the crop and will likely just be lost to the environment.  For example you could look for a product like ammonia sulfate (21-0-0-24S) for corn starter or a 20-10-10 if you still need some P & K.    

Micro-nutrients


Your crops need some nutrients in small amounts.  Typically these nutrients are delivered by manure and are also found in the filler of dry fertilizers.  In cases where a micro nutrient is lacking (determine by soil test) then you can obtain fertilizers that have the desired micro-nutrients, but again this should be based on soil test or from diagnosing a problem with a plant as we rarely see a true micro-nutrient deficiency on manured fields.  We do sometimes see nutrient deficiencies in cool springs related to the cold soils not releasing the nutrient to the crop; however, trust your soil analysis and fertilizer program as in the majority of cases if these indicate that there should be adequate amounts in the soil the plants will grow out of these deficiencies once the soil warms up and there is rarely any yield drag associated with these early season symptoms.

Cost: Comparing Apples to Apples

When comparing the cost of nutrients you should calculate cost based on cost per pound of nutrient, not on a weight (tons) basis (see calculations).  This is important because we often find that a fertilizer that appears cheaper on a per ton basis is actually more costly per pound of nutrient due to a lower analysis OR a fertilizer that appears more costly on a per ton basis is actually cheaper per pound of nutrient due to a higher analysis. 

Click here for Part 2 
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$ / ton of fertilizer

[  2000  x  Material Analysis (%) ]

Example using Urea (46-0-0)

$  / ton 

[2000 x 0.46]

Example using 19-19-19

$  / ton 

[2000 x 0.57]

Calculating for Liquid Fertilizer

$ / gallon of fertilizer

[Specific Gravity* x Material Analysis (%)]

Example using UAN (30-0-0)

$  / gallon 

[11 x 0.30]

* Liquid fertilizer should specify specific gravity in 

lbs/gallon. 

  If not use a weight of 11 lbs/gallon.
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