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   The Nebraska Extension On-Farm Research Network is launching a new project focused on 

improving the efficiency of nitrogen fertilizer use.  Plus it can’t come at a better time with the 

current price of corn to fertilizer cost ratio and increasing nitrate levels in certain areas of 

Nebraska.   

   Project SENSE (Sensors for Efficient Nitrogen Use and Stewardship of the Environment) will 

implement 20 on-farm research sites each year, over the next 3 years.  Richard Ferguson, UNL 

Extension Soil Specialist, is leading the project which will focus on crop canopy sensors to direct 

variable-rate, in-season nitrogen application in corn.  All the sites will be located within the phase 

II and III management areas in the sponsoring NRDs on irrigated corn (Lower Platte North, 

Upper Big Blue, Central Platte, Lower Loup, and Little Blue NRD).   

   In central Nebraska we have experienced less nitrogen concentration in groundwater largely due 

to the change of pivot irrigation vs furrow irrigation.  However, over the last 25 years, fertilizer 

nitrogen use efficiency has remained relatively static as a whole.  Richard Ferguson says 

strategies which direct crop nitrogen status at early growth stages are promising as a way to 

improve nitrogen fertilizer efficiency which has remained relatively static the last 25 years. 

   It is difficult to determine the optimum amount of nitrogen to apply in a field for a given year.  

There are differences spatially within a field also.  There has been some recent advances using 

crop canopy sensors that are designed to be responsive to nitrogen needs.  This can help account 

for field variability.   

  What’s typically is we apply all the nitrogen for the crop prior to the growing season, before the 

crop begins to rapidly uptake nitrogen.  This results in unnecessary losses of nitrogen from the 

cropping system and has negative economic and environmental implications.  Applying a portion 

of the total nitrogen during the growing season helps better match nitrogen availability to the time 

the crop uptakes nitrogen. 

   One challenge is there is little opportunity for producers to experiment and try out this new 

technology without making a significant financial investment.  Project SENSE aims to remove 

this barrier.  Usually participants in on-farm research use their own equipment.  In this case the 

equipment to sense the crop and apply the recommended nitrogen during the growing season will 

be provided by UNL.  

   The on-farm research network is currently seeking participants to be involved in this project and 

could use more cooperators in the Little Blue NRD.  If you have interest in being involved with 

Project SENSE, contact Laura Thompson at laura.thompson@unl.edu or 402-624-8033.  The 

project is a partnership of UNL Extension, the Nebraska Corn Board, and Nebraska Natural 

Resources Districts. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

   Another option to consider for growers interested in in-season N management is to look at the 

new Maize-N prediction model from UNL.  This study can be done on corn fields in any part of 

the state irrigated or dryland.   It would be great to get a few more producers involved working on 

this study especially for the Southeast part of Nebraska.  Protocols can be found at: 

http://ow.ly/Lac1N    Contact Laura for more information, she would be excited to hear from you.   
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