
 FOCUS 53
IRISH FARMERS JOURNAL 
Saturday 9 February 2019

Welcome to the annual 
fertiliser supplement 
compiled by the Fer-
tilizer Association of 
Ireland in conjunc-

tion with the Irish Farmers Journal. The 
Fertilizer Association of Ireland was 
set up in 1968 to “promote the effi  cient 
use of fertiliser in producing quality 
food in an economically and environ-
mentally sustainable manner”.

We, in the Fertilizer Association of 
Ireland, are aware 
of the challenges 
facing the agricul-
tural sector. We 
have seen a huge 
increase in pro-
duction from the 
Irish agricultural 
industry in the last 
number of years, 
especially with the 
rapid expansion 
of the dairy sector. 
However, this can-
not be done at the 
expense of water 
quality or the envi-
ronment at large.

We believe in our message of eco-
nomic and environmental sustainabil-
ity. At no point should it be a question 
of one or the other. The “double divi-
dend” of improving farm returns and 
enhancing the environment through 
be� er resource management has to 
be the greatest focus on every farm. 
We need a concerted eff ort to be made 
on every farm this spring to take soil 
tests and analyse the results. Match-
ing these soil test results with targeted 
slurry application, liming programme 
and planned fertiliser use will be both 
economically rewarding for the farmer 
and also environmentally sustainable. 

Four simple steps
 Soil testing is the fundamental fi rst 

step in planning your programme for 
the year. The results of this will show 
you where you can save money on 
your fertiliser bill and target nutrients 
where they are required.

  If you have soil tests from the last 
year or two, now is a good time to take 
them out and have a look at them.  

 Take action to rectify soil pH. The 
biggest barrier to effi  ciency of fertiliser 
is incorrect pH. At a pH of 5.5, you are 
missing out on 25% of the value of the 
fertiliser you are purchasing.

 Correct defi ciencies in P and K. At 
index 1 and 2 for P or K, the effi  ciency 
of nitrogen will be greatly reduced.
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•  New Generation: Complex 
Super Phosphate(CSP) 
Fertiliser Technology

•  Water Soluble P → Plant Available 
P → Works Faster

•  Protected P → Less lock-up of P 
by the soil → More Effi cient P

•  Highly effective stimulant for 
more root growth

P&S can be applied in spring 
together in a single application.

For more information,
contact us on 086 323 7894

NEW GENERATION 
– Phosphorus Fertiliser

Boosts spring grass growth
Simplifi es spring fertiliser program

Fertilizer Association of Ireland

A review of soil sample results 
over 2017 and 2018 analysed 
by Teagasc indicates that soil 
fertility levels on Irish farms 
may be turning a corner with 

some positive signs of overall improve-
ment. Soil fertility had been in decline 
since the mid-noughties, linked closely 
with lower lime and lower compound 
fertiliser use, and had reached very low 
status between 2013 to 2015 with just 10% 
of soil samples showing good overall fer-
tility in terms of pH (>6.2), P and K (= 
index 3) status. 

Over the last decade in particular, a 
worrying trend of continuous mining of 
the native fertility of some soils may have 

eroded their grass and crop production 
potential. This limits their ability to max-
imise grass as our main fodder source 
and to maximise the yield potential from 
new cereal varieties. 

However, the Teagasc soils database now 
indicates large improvements in soil pH 
levels and early signs of improvements 
in both soil P and K levels on farms, al-
though the rates of these improvements 
are enterprise specifi c. 

In 2017 and 2018, a total of about 90,000 
soil samples were analysed by Teagasc 
and these large database of soil analysis 
results have been shown to generally re-
fl ect national soil fertility trends. 

Over this period, 49% of soil samples 
came from dairy farms, 44% from drystock 
farms and 7% from tillage farms. Notably, 
in 2018, the number of soil samples taken 
on dairy farms increased by 29% com-
pared with the previous fi ve-year average. 

Across all farm enterprises, the only 
soil fertility indicator showing signifi cant 
positive signs of improvement was soil 
pH (Figure 1). 

Increased research and advisory em-
phasis on the importance and benefi ts of 
lime application to our naturally acidic 
soils since 2013 has helped to raise aware-
ness among farmers. 

This is refl ected by current national 
lime use (approximately one million 
tonnes) which had increased by on av-
erage 211,000t per year since 2013 com-
pared with the previous fi ve years. 

The optimum soil pH for grassland min-
eral soils is 6.3 and from 2014 to 2016, on 

average 37% of soils tested were in this 
range whereas in 2017 to 2018, on aver-
age 54% of soils had optimum pH levels. 

When soils from tillage farms were ex-
amined separately, the improvements in 
soil pH were greater, with up to 83% of 
samples having optimum soil pH in 2017 
to 2018. This large improvement in soil 
pH will have signifi cant positive eff ects on 
nutrient uptake effi  ciency from applied 
fertiliser and organic manures and also 
on the longevity of reseeded grassland 
swards and, in particular, the mainte-
nance of clover. 

Soil pH levels on dairy farms have shown 
improvement since 2015 and increased 
annual lime applications have contrib-
uted to a dramatic change in soil pH sta-
tus over the last fi ve years, with 64% soils 
below optimum pH in 2014-15 and just 
39% in 2017-18. 

Examining soil P and K levels across all 
farming systems, just 38% and 45% soil 
samples, respectively, had suffi  cient P and 
K for optimal grass and crop production 
(= index 3). The 2018 soil results show 
some positive signs but a large propor-
tion of soil samples still have low fertil-
ity (index 1 and 2) with 59% low in P and 
50% low in K. 

This shows very li� le diff erence between 
grassland enterprise (dairy v drystock) in 
terms of soil P and K fertility levels with 
40% and 50% of soils with suffi  cient P and 
K (= index 3), respectively. 

Compound fertiliser
Increased N-P-K compound fertiliser use 
on grassland farms over the last four to 
fi ve years has not yet been refl ected in soil 
P, which is naturally slow to respond, but 
it appears that soil K levels are beginning  

Positive signs: 
have we turned 
the corner with 
soil fertility?
It appears that there is a positive trend in the soil fertility on 
Irish farms across the country, according to recent analysis 
of soil samples by Teagasc. Mark Plunke�  and David Wall of 
the Teagasc, Crops, Environment and Land-Use Programme at 
Johnstown Castle, Co Wexford, report

The real focus is 
needed at farm 
– and even fi eld – 
scale to develop a 
balanced ferti-
liser programme 
and to utilise 
organic manures 
resources where 
they are most 
benefi cial on low 
soil P and K soils. 

Figure 1
Soil pH trends
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to respond positively with a reduction of 
10% in low K soils in 2018. 

This is a positive result as it indicates 
a halt to steady decline in soil K, some of 
which may have been a result of increased 
grass utilisation and the removal of high-
quality baled silage from paddocks being 
routinely grazed. These paddocks need 
to have adequate K fertiliser returned to 
balance the high K offtake. 

The samples from tillage farms show 

a slow but steady improvement in both 
soil P and K levels over the past four years, 
with approximately 46% and 57% of soils 
with sufficient P and K for crop produc-
tion (= index 3), respectively.

Overall, all farm enterprises have made 
progress in relation to soil fertility over 
the last couple of years. Soil fertility on 
tillage farms had the largest increase with 
approximately 20% of soil samples with 
the optimum mix of pH, P and K for crop 
production. 

Dairy farms
Dairy farms were next with approximately 
15% of soils with good overall soil fertil-
ity. Drystock farms showed the least im-
provement, with just 11% of samples with 
good overall soil fertility. These poorer 
results on drystock farms may be influ-
enced by a number of factors such as a 

lack of profitability, lower fertiliser use, 
lower feed demand and a need to max-
imise grass production especially where 
stocking rates are low.

While the majority of soil fertility im-
provements are a result of positive changes 
in soil pH across all farming enterprises 
there are also indications that soil K, and 
possibly P, are also improving. These posi-
tive trends in national soil fertility repre-
sent a foundation to build on. While these 
trends represent a snapshot at national 
scale, the real focus is needed at farm, and 
even field scale to develop a balanced fer-
tiliser programme and to utilise organic 
manures resources where they are most 
beneficial on low soil P and K soils. 

Soil fertility is a cornerstone of our grass-
based animal production systems and 
critical for enhancing crop yields and 
quality for the future.

Soil fertility is a 
cornerstone of our  
grass-based animal production 
systems and critical for 
enhancing crop yields  
and quality for the future
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Make every 
 granule count

• GREAT ACCURACY  
Quadruple overlap spread  
pattern from twin rotor models

• CORROSION FREE  
polyethylene hopper
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Simple setting - Check, Set & Go

CALL FOR  
A QUOTE
087 1948404
www.teagle.ie

Frank Byrne
Ireland Sales Manager

Fertiliser Spreader  
XT20/24/48

Phosphorus (P) is a primary 
nutrient for grassland and 
tillage crop production. In 
plants it is akin to starter/ig-
nition in our car or tractor 

engines as P has a major role in root-
ing, early spring growth and tiller pro-
duction, and controlling plant energy 
cycles.

In 2019, it will be important to calcu-
late farm P requirements in advance of 
fertiliser planning for the year ahead 
as maximum P allowances may have 
changed drastically since last year. 
Firstly, under the updated Nitrates Di-
rective that came into force for spring 

2018, the maximum area for soil sam-
pling area has reduced from 8ha to 
5ha. Therefore, additional soil samples 
maybe required in 2019.  

Farmers can apply for increased P 
fertiliser allowances where low P soils 
(index 1 and 2) are identifi ed in or-
der to build up soil fertility. Secondly, 
where additional concentrate feed 
was imported on farms during the 
dry summer in 2018, it will reduce the 
quantity of P fertiliser allowed in 2019. 
Thirdly, early indications are that P 
fertiliser is likely to be more expen-
sive, compared with the last number of 
years, due to more limited and expen-
sive P supply in 2019. 

Given these factors, it will be impor-
tant to soil sample and develop a fer-
tiliser plan that will provide guidance 
on P fertiliser rates and timing to max-
imise grass and crop production for 
the season ahead. 

Soil results and lime applications 
Maintaining optimum soil pH =6.3 
on mineral soils and pH 5.8 on peat 
will be the fi rst step to increasing the 
availability of soil P and for achieving 
effi  cient use of applied P in organic 
manures and chemical fertilisers. The 
continuous application of P fertiliser 
on low pH (acidic) soils is a false econ-
omy due to higher P locked up in the 
soil and low P recovery by the grass or 
crop. Therefore, check soil test results 
and identify fi elds that require lime in 
2019 and develop a liming plan to cor-
rect soil pH.

Update the farm fertiliser plan
Take soil samples and update the farm 
fertiliser plan as soon as possible based 

on the new soil test results and take ac-
count of additional concentrates fed in 
2018. These are vital pieces of new in-
formation required when calculating 
farm P allowances in 2019. The fertilis-
er plan will give specifi c fi eld-by-fi eld 
recommendations on the rate of P re-
quired depending on the crop type (eg 
grazing/silage). It will help to decide 
on where organic manures/slurry will 
be applied and the correct balance of 
chemical to match grass growth re-
quirements during the season.  Max-
imising grass growth will be critical on 
many farms as depleted fodder stocks 
will have to be replenished over the 
coming months.

Impact of concentrate feed in 2018 
on farm P allowances in 2019  
The additional concentrates fed in 
2018, which amounted to 1t/LU on 
many farms, will have a large impact 

on farm P allowances. Each tonne of 
concentrate feed (ration) used on farm 
equates to 5kg of P imported to the 
farm. Feed ingredients such as pulp 
and distillers contain lower P levels 
which need to be taken into account. 
Under the Nitrates Directive, 300kg 
concentrate feed (1.5 kg P) is deducted 
for every 85 kg Org. N/ha (=1 cow/ha) 
on the farm. This small deduction cov-
ers the P that cannot be managed or 
recovered within the farm due to graz-
ing management. This concentrate P 
deduction is calculated based on the 
previous year’s feed usage and total 
farm organic N loading (stocking rate 
equivalent). Table 1 shows the impact 
of diff erent concentrate feeding rates 
(t/ LU) and the reduction on farm P 
allowances at P index 3.  For example 
where 1.6t/LU were fed it completely 
eliminates the farm P allowances at in-
dex 3 in 2019.  

Phosphorus is
the starter 
motor of growth
Phosphorus is a key nutrient 
in soils and has a major role 
in rooting and early spring  
growth

Soil sampling is 
key to developing 
a fertiliser plan.

John Francis O’Grady being presented 
with his UCD award for soil science by 
FAI president Peter Ging.
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Feeding your crops  
efficiently and effectively
IFI Pasture Sward (27/2.5/5) and IFI Cut Sward (24/2.5/10) give all the
nutrients your crops need, precisely as required, in one shot.

Consistent High Quality • Highly Water Soluble • Fast Growth

Recommendations: -
Grazing: spread 1 - 1 1/2 bags/acre IFI Pasture Sward
First Cut Silage: spread 4 - 4 1/2 bags/acre IFI Cut Sward
Second Cut Silage: spread 3 - 3 1/2 bags/acre IFI Cut Sward

ACCELERATE YOUR GROWTH

 
<section>Options for increasing P allowances</section>

Where P is limited, there are a number of options to increase 
farm P allowances in order to maintain soil P fertility levels 
to sustain grass production.

Organic fertilisers 
Organic fertilisers (cattle slurry) will be key to filling the 
P gap on many farms with limited chemical P allowances. 
Where cattle slurry is applied to P index 1 or 2 fields, the P 
in the slurry is deemed to be 50% available in the year of 
application.  This will help increase the farm’s chemical P al-
lowance as the 50% unavailable P can be supplied by chemi-
cal P fertiliser.  For example, a farm stocked at 2LU/ha can 
increase the farm P chemical allowance by 4kg P/ha.

Soil P build-up allowances 
Under the updated Nitrates Directive, more intensive live-
stock farms can apply for additional P to build up soil P lev-
els for the next three years. For example, at index 1, the P 
rate has increased by 30kg P/ha and at index 2 the rate has 
increased by 20kg P/ha. This is available to farms stocked 
above 130 kg Org N/ha. Soil samples are required every 5ha 
and you must prepare a fertiliser plan. Along with this, you 
must attend a short NMP training course and apply to the 
DAFM annually. Where soil fertility levels are low and there 
is a large demand for both grazed and conserved grass, it is 
worth exploring this option.  

<section>Timing of P applications</section>

The timing of P application as either slurry or fertiliser is 
very important and has a large impact on P use efficiency by 
the grass or crop. 

For grassland, P is required in spring as soils begin to 
warm up and enter the phase of rapid growth. Aim to ap-
ply P, as close as possible to the onset of significant grass 
growth which is usually during March or April depending on 
soil type. 

The grass growth profile will be different on well-drained 
soils compared to wetter and more poorly drained soils and 
hence the nutrient demand will be different over the grow-
ing season.   These differences on well-drained and poorly 
drained soils need to be taken into account, especially in 
early spring in relation to the timing and rates of N-P-K-S in 
the first and second rounds of fertiliser. 

For example, on well-drained soils cattle slurry may be 
used as a source of P in early February if soil temperatures 
(> 5.5°C) and ground conditions are favourable. 

However, on poorly drained soils, with very low grass 
growth during early season, it may be prudent to hold off the 
first round of fertiliser until conditions improve in late Febru-
ary/early March. 

Where no slurry was applied, an N-P-K compound should 
be applied in the second or third rounds (March/April) to 
help boost soil P availability before the onset of high grass 
growth rates.  Aim to apply 50% of the P requirement in 
spring and supply the remaining 50% in two or three appli-
cations in May/June to meet grass P demand and maintain 
sufficient P in the herbage for animal health.

Authors
Mark Plunkett and 
David Wall, Tea-
gasc, Johnstown 
Castle, Wexford 
and Tim Sheil,  
J. Bolger, Agri-
Merchants,  
Wexford.

Cattle slurry will 
be key to filling 
the P gap on 
many farms.

Table 1: Impact of concentrate feeding rate (t/ha) on Farm P 
allowances at P Index 3 (kg/ha) at three different farm stocking 
rates (170, 210 & 250kg Org N/ha)

Farm Stocking Rates (kg Org. N/ha)

170 (2 LU) 210 (2.4 LU) 250 (2.9 LU)

Phosphorus Allowances at soil Index 3 with no 
concentrate feed (kg/ha)250

13 16 19

Conc 
veeding t/ 
LU

P Deductions (kg/ha) based on tonnes conc. 
feeding per ha

0.5 - 2 - 2.5 - 2.9

1.0 - 7 - 8.6 - 10.3

1.5 - 12 - 14.8 - 17.6

1.6 - 13 - 16.1 - 19.1

1.7 - 14 - 17.3 - 20.6

1.8 - 15 - 18.5 - 22.1

1.9 - 16 - 19.8 - 23.5

2.0 - 17 - 21 -25

Consult SI 605, 2017 table 13 A & 13B for farm P allow-
ances at P Index 1, 2 & 3ate (t/LU)














