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Do you give your crops enough credit for the nutrients that may already be on your farm?  For the dairy farmer it means accounting for as much nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium that manure supplies.  Take full advantage of manure's potential to supply the nutrients to the crops and to grow a good crop of corn. 


Nutrient values in manure can vary between farms and even on the same farm, especially when handling, feeding or bedding changes occur.  A manure test is highly recommended to determine the proper amount to apply and prevent nutrient losses to the environment.  If you don't have a manure analysis from your farm, you will be forced to use "book" values for manure.  

The total manure nitrogen is not 100% available to the crop.  Manure supplies both organic and ammonium forms of nitrogen.  Some of the organic N is slowly made available to the crop during the year the manure was applied.  There may also be residual organic N from past manure applications.  In order to account for all of the organic manure you must take into account the current manure application, as well as manure applied from recent years.

The ammonium nitrogen in the manure functions much like the commercial fertilizer you buy.  If you don't capture it soon after application it is essentially lost.  Incorporating manure or injecting it into the soil is the best way to capture the ammonium N, which can rapidly volatize.  If incorporation of manure is delayed 15 days you may have lost nearly all of the ammonium N supplied by the manure.

The phosphorus (P) and potassium (K) in manure is much easier to account for than nitrogen.  Phosphorus is slowly made available to the crop and is very similar to phosphorus in fertilizer.  Manure phosphorus can be substituted for fertilizer phosphorus on a one to one basis, with the exception of the recommended starter fertilizer phosphorus, which most if not all should be included in the starter band.  Potassium in manure functions very similar to fertilizer potassium and can be substituted on a one to one basis.  Both manure phosphorus and potassium can build up in the soil if not used by the plant in the current crop season.

The Nutrient Management Spear Program, Cornell University Department of Crop and Soil Sciences, developed three software-based tools that calculate the available nutrients from manure, plowed sods and corn nitrogen requirements for New York.  These software tools are accessed on the Nutrient Management Spear Program website at http://nmsp.cals.cornell.edu/software/calculators.html. 

The online Crop Available Nutrients from Manure calculator is a great way to account for all of the nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium that manure supplies.  A person can enter their actual manure analysis information, current and past manure application amounts.  It allows the user to select the manure application method and timing, which is used to determine the ammonium nitrogen credit.  The calculator will display the total nitrogen from past and current applications.  It tallies the total P2O5 and K2O from the current manure application.

The last section of the calculator uses the required crop nutrient amounts and the manure nutrient amount to display the total nutrient balance.  All nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium surpluses and deficits are automatically calculated.  This provides the user valuable information necessary to make accurate and prudent fertilizer use decisions on an individual field basis.

The online calculators are useful for illustrating how manure application timing and incorporation can affect the total nitrogen contribution.  During a couple of educational workshops this winter I demonstrated the Crop Available Nutrients from Manure calculator to farmers.  They were amazed to see the dramatic difference in total available nitrogen when manure was fall or spring topdressed and incorporated after 5 days, as compared to spring topdressed and incorporated within 1 day.  Using book values for liquid manure, a 10,000 gallon application spring applied and incorporated the same day captured 98 lbs of ammonium N. Incorporating manure after 5 days resulted in a loss of all of the ammonium N.

The Nutrient Management Spear Program online calculators take the guesswork out of determining the amount of available nutrients on your farm.  They can assist you in making informed decisions regarding manure application rates, timing and even fertilizer purchases.  

