Higher Fertilizer Costs Require a Closer Look at Application Rates

The old Extension recommendation “Don’t guess, soil test!” could have a renewed meaning
for crop production this year. Fertilizer prices have increased dramatically in recent months with
still the possibility of going even higher. These higher fertilizer prices make it even more important
to fertilize according to soil test. While crop producers major concern may be ensuring that enough
fertilizer is applied, this year the cost of over fertilization could be significant.

The first step in making sure fertilizer

Table 1 - Nutrient Availability at . . .
aple atrient Avaladiity 4 dollars are efficiently used is to maintain a

Yarying pH Levels proper soil pH. Soils with a low pH do not

pH N P K efficiently utilize nitrogen, phosphate and
potash whether naturally occurring or applied.

4.5 30% 23% 33% Low pH soil can also cause some nutrients,
5.0 539, 349, 500, especially aluminum and manganese to
become available to plants in toxic levels.

5.5 77% 48% 77% University research has determined the
6.0 29, 50 100% availability of the major nutrients at different
: 0 0 0 pH levels as show in Table 1. Regular lime
7.0 100% 100% 100% application are required to keep pH in proper

balance.

The tables on the reverse of this page compare the fertilizer costs per acres for low, medium
and high soil tests for selected row and forage crops in Tennessee. Table 2 outlines the requirements
for nitrogen, phosphate and potash for each crop based on whether the soil tests low, medium or high
for these nutrients. Table 3 compares the fertilizer cost per acre for a low , medium and high soil
test. When planting corn in a soil pH of 5.0, approximately $50 of the total $91.80 in fertilizer cost
for a medium test would not be available to the plants.

These tables also outline the potential for wasting fertilizer dollars due to over application.
For example, the corn fertilizer cost is $91.80 for a medium testing soil and $75.90 for a high testing
soil. Ifthe medium rate is applied to the high testing soil, the cost of over fertilization is $15.90 per
acre (please note that higher testing soils require less fertilizer). This mounts up on a large number
of acres. However, producers must recognize that under fertilization will adversely affect yields.
A lower yield could cost more money than the higher fertilizer rate.

It could also be advantageous this year to more carefully match specific crops to nutrient
availability in a specific field. Crops with lower nutrient requirements may be more economical this
year on lower testing soils. The opposite is also true. Plant higher nutrient requirement crops on
better soils.

A basic soil test for nitrogen, phosphorus and potash recommendations costs $6.00. On the
average one sample covers 10 acres. Would you spend 60 cents to save $10, $20, $30 or more per
acre?



