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USE CORN STALK TEST TO ADJUST NITROGEN RATES 

 

Nitrogen is an expensive input and as corn prices have fallen, one way to determine if you are on 

the right tract is with a stalk nitrate test. It’s easy to tell if nitrogen rates are too low on irrigated 

corn by simply looking at the color of the plants. But when nitrogen is over applied, there is one 

way to tell by how much, and that is with a stalk nitrate test.  

 

Taking time this fall to conduct a stalk nitrate test can help you "grade" your current nitrogen 

application rate and provides key information on which to base any changes for the future. Prime 

candidates for stalk nitrate testing are fields that have been manured, where you suspect over 

application of nitrogen, corn after alfalfa or maybe corn fertilized too heavily after soybeans.  

 

Taking corn stalk samples now can help determine if the corn was under, adequately, or over 

fertilized with nitrogen. If the nitrogen applied this year was greater than that recommended by 

the University of Nebraska–Lincoln and this fall’s stalk nitrate samples indicated excess nitrogen, 

consider reducing nitrogen rates for next season.  

 

Iowa State University developed the corn stalk nitrate test and its usefulness has been verified in 

other states. Excess values indicate that there was more nitrogen than the plant needed to produce 

grain. The scientific basis for this test is the fact that corn will continue to accumulate nitrogen 

past the level at which grain yield is increased. The results of the corn stalk nitrate test indicate 

whether the corn was over fertilized during the season. The test shows low, optimal and excess 

stalk nitrate values. If the test comes back in the “excess” range, that indicates that reductions in 

nitrogen may be possible next season.  

 

To sample, take an 8-inch segment of cornstalk from 6 inches to 14 inches above the ground. 

Stalk samples should be kept cool and wrapped in paper rather than plastic to avoid mold.  

Now is a good time to take corn stalk samples. It is recommended to take them up to three weeks 

after black layer formation in 80% of the kernels. Newly published information indicates that the 

stalk test can be taken as early as when the milk line is one-fourth of the way down the kernel.  

 

Remove the leaf sheaths and do not take diseased stalks or stalks damaged by hail or insects. Take 

10-15 stalks per sample, keep them cool and send to the private laboratory of your choice 

immediately. Samples should be sent in paper wrapping and not plastic since plastic wrapped 

samples may mold. Have the samples analyzed for nitrates. Optimal is between 700 and 2000 

ppm. Above 2000 ppm you have excess nitrogen in the field.  

 

If you need help sending the sample off let me know and our office can help you. Postage and 

sample cost is your obligation. Checking the cost with one Nebraska laboratory, it is only $10.75 

for the test plus the postage expense.  

 

Every year is different and weather conditions can affect even the best program. End-of-season 

testing can help give you more management information for the future. 
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