Farmers Get “Sticker Shock” On 2003 Fertilizer Purchases
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Higher natural gas and transportation prices likely will give Kentucky farmers

sticker shock when they buy fertilizer for this year’s crop.


Since natural gas is used to manufacture nitrogen, the price for this important soil nutrient has dramatically risen, approaching an all-time high.  Higher fuel costs also have created higher transportation expenses, increasing the price of all fertilizers.


To lower production costs, you might wonder how to reduce the fertilizer needs of your crops.  While crop fertilizer requirements are relatively constant, you can save a considerable amount of money by not over-applying fertilizer.


Let’s look at three easy ways to ensure that you apply the proper fertilizer rate.


First, follow fertilizer recommendations based on the results of periodic soil samples submitted for analyses to University of Kentucky College of Agriculture soil testing laboratories.


If you send soil samples to testing labs that don’t use UK COA recommendations, you might not realize you’re applying more fertilizer than necessary.  Sometimes, the private labs give recommendations based on out-of-state research; these recommendations aren’t as precise as those given by UK laboratories.  


When you have soil samples analyzed by a private laboratory, ask if it uses UK recommendations.  If the lab doesn’t, calculate the proper fertilizer rate by calling your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service, or using “2002-2003 Lime and Nutrient Recommendations” (AGR-1).


Sometimes farmers apply a higher-than-recommended fertilizer rate in case growing conditions are above normal. However, more than 70 years’ of research has revealed that crop nutrient requirements are about equal in both good- and poor-growing years.


The second way to conserve fertilizer is to account for nutrients applied in manure.  Some farmers believe manure is a valueless waste product.  However, manure is a source of plant-available nutrients.  When applied appropriately, it can dramatically reduce overall mineral fertilizer requirements, and save you money in the process.  A ton of poultry litter contains about nine dollars’ worth of nitrogen, and also is a significant source of phosphorus and potassium. 

The third way to maximize your fertilizer investment is to properly manage all other aspects of your crop.  For example, consider weeds.  They compete with the crop for nutrients, water and light.  Poor weed control leads to inefficient fertilizer use.  Other management considerations are soil compaction, insects, and diseases.

By properly managing crops, you won’t waste the money and time you invested in buying and applying fertilizer.


If you would like more information or have specific questions, contact me at the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.
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