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This is part 2 of my short series on pointers for choosing the fertilizer that will meet your needs.  The case I want to make here is that a plant nutrient is a plant nutrient regardless of how it gets there.  Manure, compost, green manure, dry fertilizer, liquid fertilizer, etc. all provide nutrients the plant needs.  Manure and other organic input do have the added benefit of additional nutrients and organic matter that improves the soil over time and that is why we should look to these materials 1st and attempt to make up what is lacking with commercial fertilizer.
Availability vs. Nutrient Uptake Efficiency
The term availability is often confused with nutrient uptake efficiency.  Most commonly used dry fertilizers are 100% soluble in water so from that standpoint it is also 100% available to the plant just as a liquid fertilizer would be.  However, when you talk about nutrient use efficiency or crop uptake efficiency you are talking about what percentage of the nutrients you applied actually reach the plant.  This will vary by placement of the fertilizer, weather conditions and plant stage to name a few.

Improving Efficiencies


No matter what type of fertilizer you use and how you apply it, you are still subject to leaks in the system.  The bottom line is all of this is totally dependent on weather and soil conditions no matter what fertilizer you use. 


Regardless of fertilizer type the keys to improving uptake efficiency are placement and timing of the fertilizer application.  Practices such as banding fertilizer near the seed instead of broadcasting fertilizer across the field and sidedressing corn when the plant needs the nitrogen during the growing season instead of putting it all on as a pre-season application can greatly increase your efficiency.  

Seed and plant damage


The closer the nutrient is to the plant the better chance there is of the plant taking it up; however,  with all fertilizer, regardless of purity, grade or type (liquid or dry) there is a maximum application rate and placement that is acceptable to avoid risk of plant injury.  Whether you are using liquid or dry fertilizer the closer you place the fertilizer to the plant the lower the fertilizer rate will need to be to avoid potential injury.


Ev Thomas, Oak Point Agronomics recently wrote this regarding potential for seed damage.  “Watch out when using liquid pop-up fertilizers; research has shown that there can be injury at very low rates, as low as 5 gallons/acre though injury is more common at 10 and up.” 
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