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ON-FARM SUGAR RESEARCH 

           I have been hesitant to share information on sugar applications to seeds or growing crops because it is one of 

those recurring discussions based in farm folklore with a thread of truth, just a thread.  My brother Frank tried sugar 

water applications on the corn planter in his first years of farming in the 1960’s.  I have adapted a column by 

Extension Educator Todd Whitney of Aurora, Nebraska for Southeast Nebraska situations.  The 2014 Nebraska On-

Farm Research Results include several studies provided on sugar applications to soybeans.  Ron and Ray Makovicka, 

York county growers, have consistently documented during the past three years soybean yield increases on their farms 

by applying sugar to their soybean fields.  In 2014, their sugar applied soybean fields yielded 2.0 bushels per acre 

more (with statistically significant) compared to their replicated on-farm check plots.  Be aware that two bushel yield 

gains are hard to justify with certainty and often don’t pay the cost of application. 

USDA-Agricultural Research Service sugar lab studies in 2010 conducted by entomologists, Jonathan 

Lundgren and Michael Seagraves, documented that beneficial female ladybird beetles (lady bugs) produced more eggs 

when these insects consumed supplemental sugar and pollen compared to controls.  Further, University research has 

concluded that predator insects are attracted to sugar sprayed fields. This is likely due to the sugar mimicking the 

sweet excretions produced from aphid insects; which naturally attracts ladybird beetle predators to field to feed on the 

aphids.  It is common for aphid infestations on trees in the landscape to be wiped out in two weeks by lady beetle and 

other predators.   

Granular sugar has generally been the sugar source used in most Nebraska On-Farm soybean 

studies.  Usually, the sugar has been sprayed on the foliage at the R3 soybean growth stage and/or added to the last 

glyphosate herbicide field treatment using the rate of three pounds per acre applied with 10 gallons of water.  Be 

cautious when mixing any sweetener, thinner, thicker, or other substance with herbicide applications as there can be 

issues. 

       On-farm sugar applications to corn have not been as consistent, compared to soybeans, on providing yield 

increases. Some studies have indicated reduced stalk lodging and corn stalk rots with sugar applications of 3 pounds of 

granulated sugar per acre in 10 gallons of water applied at the V7 to V8 corn growth stage.  Plen-T-Sweet® (fructose) 

has also been used as a sugar source with the Nebraska On-Farm Network with rates limited to less than 1 quart per 

acre.  

        In 2014, Clay county on-farm research sugar applications of 13 ounces of liquid brown sugar applied with 10 

gallons of water per acre to V7 corn growth stage corn showed no statistical yield differences between the sugar 

applied versus check plots. Other potential sugar sources include: molasses, Sweet N Eezy®; and high fructose corn 

syrup. 

Sugar on grain sorghum was a Nebraska On-Farm Nuckolls county focus in 2014. Replicated sorghum plots 

received three pounds of granulated sugar per acre, but there were no statistical yield differences.  More information 

regarding the Nebraska On-Farm Research Network and plots summaries are available on our Nebraska Extension 

website http://cropwatch.unl.edu/farmresearch 
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