
 

November 3, 2006 

 

UNL LEADING THE WAY WITH FERTILITY RESEARCH 

 

University of Nebraska Research is continuing to explore how to best fertilize our crops for top 

yields with modern hybrids, while improving the quality of groundwater and surface water. 

Current and past research at the University of Nebraska and other Land Grant Universities is the 

basis for all crop and horticulture fertilizer recommendations. Even farmers who have never taken 

a soil test on their farm or the homeowner that tells the lawn care company to take care of it for 

them, are guided by this research. There are all sorts of marketing ploys with fertilizer sales, but 

long term company success is rooted in factual based research that serves as the guiding principle 

for decision making. 

 

UNL is focusing on corn plant densities, nitrogen rates and application methods, phosphorus 

fertility, and carbon mineralization. This summer, UNL conducted 34 irrigated corn trials across 

Nebraska to assess our current nitrogen recommendations. All trials had yields above 180 bu/ac 

and 14 had maximum yields above 240 bu/ac. The results confirm the validity of the UNL 

nitrogen rate equation and provide a basis for adjusting nitrogen rate for time of application and 

for the prices of corn and nitrogen. The potential for nitrogen loss is greatest with all nitrogen 

applied in the fall and if at least 50% of the nitrogen is applied in-season. 

 

A nitrogen calculator tool has been developed which enables comparison of the cost of alternative 

nitrogen management scenarios with differing corn and nitrogen prices. The calculator can be 

downloaded from the new soil fertility website at http://soilfertility.unl.edu 

 

With harvest beginning to wrap up, now is the ideal time to collect soil samples to begin the 

process of planning for next year. Analysis of surface samples, collected to a depth of eight 

inches, will provide information on the need for phosphorus, potassium, zinc, lime and other 

relatively immobile nutrients. Deeper sampling, to at least 24 inches, is necessary to accurately 

measure residual nitrate content, which is an important component of the nitrogen 

recommendation equation for corn. 

 

This year there have been reports of widely varying corn yields, to tillage practices, disease and 

drought damage, which can lead to variability in soil residual nitrate-N. Although it is wise to 

sample residual nitrate-N annually for fields to be planted to corn next year, it is particularly 

important if corn is following corn, and if yield has been reduced due to weather or pest pressure. 

 

An important resource for crop producers in Nebraska is now available on the Internet. Nutrient 

Management for Agronomic Crops, EC-155, is a 176-page publication providing important 

information about soil fertility principles and fertilizer recommendations for crops grown in 

Nebraska. This publication provides detailed information on the collection of soil samples for 

fertilizer recommendations. 

 

It is available free on-line at www.ianrpubs.unl.edu/epublic/live/ec155/build/ec155.pdf. If you 

would like a hard copy version of the publication, it is now available for only $12.00 from the 

UNL Publications warehouse. Contact our office if you would like a hard copy. 
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