PRE-SIDEDRESS NITROGEN TEST 

CAN YIELD FERTILIZER 

AND MONEY SAVINGS

EAST LANSING, Mich.—If someone said that there was $12,000 buried on your farm, wouldn’t you take a few hours to find it? That’s the amount a farmer can save by conducting a pre-sidedress nitrogen (PSNT) test on 300 acres that have a nitrate credit of 100 pounds per acre (the typical nitrate level of a field spread with manure).  The more acres of manure, the more the buried treasure is worth.
“The PSNT tells us how much nitrogen is available in the soil from cover crops, legumes or applied manure,” says Natalie Rector, Michigan State University (MSU) Extension nutrient management agent. “Conducting this test after crop emergence can show the producer where he’ll find substantial savings on purchased fertilizer costs.”

Vegetable and field crop growers should keep several tips in mind when taking PSNT to get the best test results. 

Timing is important and tests should be taken five to 14 days before sidedress to allow time to collect the sample, have it analyzed and receive the results. Samples taken too early will not be as accurate because soil releases nitrate continually in the spring. Taking PSNTs just before sidedress applications will allow the most accurate test of plant available nitrogen. 
Test fields that will be put into corn or another high nitrogen-demand crop, those that have received manure this year or last year and fields that were in alfalfa, clover or soybeans in 2005. These rotations will provide the greatest chance of nitrate credits. 

“It’s important to remember the PSNT isn’t accurate in measuring soil nitrate from manure if fertilizer nitrogen has already been applied, or when large amounts are broadcast pre-emerge,” Rector says.

Soil samples should represent no more than 20 acres. The sampled area should be consistent for past crop, soil types and manure applications. Probe the soil 12 inches deep, taking 15 to 20 cores per field. Avoid probing through the starter band. If fields have significantly different soil types, sample these areas separately.

Do not put damp soil samples in plastic bags. Keeping the samples moist and warm may inaccurately inflate the nitrate level and result in low sidedress rates that may hinder yields. Mix the soil cores thoroughly and remove and dry one pint of soil as quickly as possible. Spreading samples on newspapers and allowing them to air dry works well.  

Drying the soil stops microbial activity. If the soil samples cannot be dried right away, keeping them cool, less than 50o F is preferred. 

For fastest turnaround, deliver samples to a soil testing lab rather than mailing them. If samples must be mailed, use express shipping and thoroughly dry the samples before mailing. Allow extra time between sampling and sidedress time to review the results. 

The MSU Soil and Plant Nutrient Laboratory charges $9 per nitrate soil sample. Fees must accompany samples. The MSU lab is open from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday through Friday. For sample bags and forms, contact your county MSU Extension office.  For more information on manure nutrient management, visit www.rootzone.msu.edu.
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