Manure as a Fertilizer
Do you have a problem coping with rising fertilizer costs, low soil fertility, and poor soil quality? Maybe
it’s time you look at using manure as a fertilizer. Through the use of manure you will purchase less
commercial fertilizer, increase soil organic matter, improve soil quality, and increase crop production.
Manure is an excellent nitrogen (N) source and contains phosphorus (P) and potassium (K), as well.
The manure source is important to consider, when deciding to use manure as a fertilizer. Poultry, cattle,
and horse manure differ greatly in nutrient content and availability. The feed ration of the animal
source also affects manure nutrient content. Before use, manure can be tested by the Colorado State
University soil testing lab. This will be helpful in determining how much manure to add to the soil. A
soil test should also be performed to determine a base line fertility measurement. For more information
contact the County Extension Office.
Manure contains two forms of N available to plants. Ammonium is immediately available to the plant,
but is highly volatile. When handled, especially in warm, dry, and breezy conditions, 50% of ammonium
can be lost to the atmosphere in the first 12 hours of spreading. Poultry manure contains a large
amount of ammonium and should be tilled into the soil. Most solid manures (i.e. horse and cattle)
contain the organic form of N, which is released slowly. Organic N is not volatile and will not be lost
during the handling process. Solid manures still contain ammonium and if possible should be tilled into
the soil to take advantage of the ammonium content. Horse manure contains large amounts of liter.
This can initially tie op N, reducing its availability.
Due to the slow release of N, carryover to the next year is common. It is recommended that you apply
enough manure the first year to meet nutrient needs and then decrease the amounts applied the
following years. Soil tests done each year can help you get a handle on your fertility needs. If the same
rate of fertilizer is applied each year it is possible for a field to accumulate unnecessarily high levels of N,
P, and K.
There are some disadvantages to using manure and should be considered before application. 1) Weed
seeds may be present. An integrated weed management plan can help you reduce this risk. 2) Manure
application may increase salts, especially in dry land fields and pastures. In irrigated fields and pastures,
salts are sufficiently leached out of the system. 3) If you do not have a manure source in your
operation, hauling and purchasing manure from other sources may be costly. You should do a cost
analysis before making any decisions.
Using livestock manure as a fertilizer is a great way to recycle nutrients to crops. It increases soil organic
matter and quality, may be less costly than commercial nitrogen fertilizers, and improves crop
production. So the next time you think about fertilizing your forages and crops, think manure.
For more information on fertilizing with manure contact the Converse County Extension Office at 3582417.

