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FAIRBURY, Ill. — Ut-
ilization of a nitrogen
stabilizer and its impact
on both yield and water
quality is among the field
tests currently conducted
on the Indian Creek Wa-
tershed Project. 

The watershed project
is an effort to increase
the adoption of conserva-
tion agricultural systems
and measure the effec-
tiveness of different nu-
trient management prac-
tices on local farms.

The Conservation
Technology Information
Center and Livingston
County Soil and Water
Conservation District are
project leads.

“When I looked at our
participation in this proj-
ect, it’s like a small lab
here and a giant lab
within the watershed,”
Martin Case, Agrotain
sales representative, said
during the recent water-
shed project tour. 

“So we’re pretty excit-
ed about being part of
this to understand the
nitrogen issue, and it
relates to water quality
and yield. It has to do
both. If we can improve
water quality and im-
prove yield, we’re acc-
omplishing what we
need.”

Agrotain’s SuperU, an
above- and below-ground
nitrogen stabilizer, is
among the products be-
ing tested at the project.

During a tour stop at
the Herb and Aaron Ste-
ffens farm, Case pointed
out the nitrogen response
plots that examine the
various rates of Agro-
tain’s SuperU compared
to plots with no nitrogen
and standard nitrogen
applied without the sta-
bilizer.

“As I look at the nitro-
gen situation that we’re
looking at, we’re support-
ing a concept of nitrogen
as a systems approach,
and that is trying to man-

age nitrogen in different
ways and not necessarily
reducing it, but improv-
ing its utilization,” he
said. 

“If it requires split
applications, multiple
applications, using in-
hibitors, using different
methodologies, that’s
what we’re supporting.
We think our technology
fits very well in that. As
you can see with this
plot, there are some good
rate response affects
here, and hopefully as
the year goes on, we’ll be
able to see some respons-
es to the inhibitors and
their value in this whole
project, as well.”

SuperU is a pre-manu-
factured urea. It features
above-ground protection,
which is Agrotain, pro-
tects the urea from sur-
face volatility losses, as
well as a nitrogen protec-
tion inhibitor, which
works below the ground
to manage the population
of bacteria that slow
down the nitrification of
the nitrogen. 

Case said the duration
of nitrogen typically is
around six to eight weeks
below ground, “depend-

ing on Mother Nature,
but if you can slow the
nitrification process
down for any period of
time you can improve the
utilization or longevity of
that nitrogen where you
applied it.”

“SuperU has a nitrifi-
cation inhibitor, and it
controls the conversion to
nitrate for a period of
time in the soil. If you
can keep the nitrogen
from converting to ni-
trate, then it will resist
either saturated soil con-
ditions or if you’re in
leachable type soil or
close to a drain tile, that
will wash some of the
nitrogen,” he said.

“Because the nitrate
moves with mass flow, so

if it moves through the
soil and into the tile or
into the sandy soil and
into a drainage system it
leaves and then it be-
comes an issue as it
relates to water quality
all the way down the
Mississippi River. 

“Reducing the amount
of nitrogen that leaves
the field through various
split applications inhib-
itor technology that actu-
ally performs to what it
says it’s going to do and
to understand how to put
those pieces together is
in the best interest of
everyone involved.”

Tim Smith of Crop-
smith, who is contracted
through CTIC in the proj-
ect, said one of the ways

to monitor nitrogen is
through nutrient use effi-
ciency. 

“If the nitrogen ends
up in that corn plant, it’s
not available to environ-
ment to go places we
don’t want it to, it’s not
available to go into the
watershed,” he said.

“Anything that in-
creases the yield of the
corn plant allows it to
take up more nitrogen. If
we can do that without
increasing the rate of
nitrogen we’re adding,
then that should be bene-
ficial long term for the
watershed. 

“So, on a short-term
basis, we’re using that
efficiency factor to indi-
cate that we’re doing a

better job and that it
should have long-term
beneficial effects to the
watershed, and I think
one of the unique things
is being able to do that.”

Case said this is a mul-
tiyear project in order to
better determine the
impact of nitrogen stabi-
lizer on yield and the
watershed. 

“This is a small exper-
iment on nitrogen use
efficiency so we can un-
derstand that,” he said.
“It takes more than one
year to come up with
some data to support
what you ought to be
applying. Some of the
other work being done in
the large context is if we
can see and effect by
using nitrogen manage-
ment strategy, all of them
together, to reduce what
leaves the field. 

“That’s the ultimate
goal, is to make an effect
on what leaves the water-
shed and goes into the
Vermillion River and
heads to Pontiac and
Streator. It’s to try to
minimize what leaves
and maximize the yield
what’s here.

“I think this is a won-
derful project. It’s like a
free tuition for the grow-
ers to learn to make be-
tter utilization of the ni-
trogen which is only to
their benefit. Fertilizer
prices are going up, so we
have to do a good job of
managing this product in
the field, and long term
this is a wonderful oppor-
tunity to get some infor-
mation and bring into the
future.” 
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Outdoor Lab
Project examines nitrogen systems approach
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Martin Case, Agrotain sales representative, discusses the
nitrogen stabilizer testing being conducted at the Herb and

Aaron Steffen farm near Cropsey, Ill. The testing is part of
the Indian Creek Watershed Project. 

Partnerships are recipe for
success in watershed project
By TOM C. DORAN
AgriNews Publications

FAIRBURY, Ill. — The
success of large-scale on-
farm research hinges on
the collaboration between
growers and industry,
and a prime example is
the Indian Creek Water-
shed Project.

Fertilizer companies
and applicators part-
nered with the Harms,
Steffen and Traub fami-
lies in the research effort
aimed at determining
conservation agricultural
systems to measure the
effectiveness of different
nutrient management sy-
stems on local farms. 

One example of this
teamwork can be seen at

the Harms farm with
Agrium, John Deere and
Crop Product Services
participating in nitrogen
application timing and
rate testing. 

Testing on the Harms
farm includes demon-
strating three different
application times – fall,
spring and split applic-
ation of one-half in fall
and one-half in spring.

A second demonstra-
tion compares the full rec-
ommended nitrogen rate
with a reduced rate — 85
percent of recommended
rate — using Agrium’s
controlled-release source,
Environmentally Smart
Nitrogen.

See PROJECT; page B2
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Kevin Harms explained the
research effort on his family
farm during a recent tour, not-
ing that he operates the farm
along with his son, Danny, and
Kevin’s brother, Norman.

The Harms family farms
about 3,250 acres in Living-
ston, McLean and Ford coun-
ties. They had a dairy opera-
tion until 2007 and now focus
on corn and soybeans. 

“We became involved in the
Indian Creek Watershed Pro-
ject last summer. We signed up
five different enhancements or
practices,” said Kevin Harms.
“We use cover crops in the fall
for scavenging nitrogen. We
put it on after cornstalks to
protect from soil erosion and
organic matter buildup and
maybe some tilth. 

“On the nitrogen, we’ve
started doing a nitrate testing.
Our normal program was fall
anhydrous — side-dressing is
something that we’re going
back into, so we test the
nitrates in the soil before we
side-dress and go by the recom-
mendations given to us for
that.”

The Harms take stalk sam-
ples at black layer in the fall
and analyze them for nitrate
levels.

“It’s a way to perhaps man-
age next year’s nitrogen. We’ll
find out whether there were
extra nitrates left over in the
stalk or not from our applica-
tion this year,” Harms said.

Pointing to the field at the
tour stop, Harms said a nitro-
gen study of four 20-acre side-
by-sides is being conducted. 

“We have 20 acres of ESN
applied this spring. We divided
that into two 10-acre plots, one
with the normal 150-pound
application and the other with
approximately 15 percent re-
duction at 125 pounds, which is

what the company advertises
you can do with the ESN,” he
said. 

“It’s a little more expensive
product, but if you could reduce
the rates, it could be a very
attractive way of applying
nitrogen. The sustained re-
lease part of it makes it envi-
ronmentally friendly, and
hopefully this sustained
release will be yield friendly,
too.

“We side-dressed the next
two plots at 150 pounds of 28
when the corn was about one
foot tall. Next to that are one-
half 75 pounds in the fall of
anhydrous and 75 pounds of 28
side-dressed. The fourth plot is
for our normal program of 150
pounds of fall anhydrous.
Hopefully, we’ll get some inter-
esting comparisons out of that.

“They asked me why we
were doing this, and I said to
be honest I thought it would be
a good way to find a way to pro-
duce a crop cheaper and use
our nutrients more. But obvi-
ously the real purpose of this is
to improve water quality not
only here in the Indian Creek
Watershed, but all the way

through the Mississippi River
Basin.”

“We want to get that nitro-
gen in the plant when it needs
it,” said Tim Smith of Crop-
smith. 

Smith is contracted through
the Conservation Technology
Information Center, which
assisted Harold Reetz of Reetz
Agronomics to design the
demonstration sites and nutri-
ent efficiency studies.

“These plots are going to
help us demonstrate if these
different management prac-
tices are better in this water-
shed. Then we can take those
results to all the farmers and
help them fine-tune their ni-
trogen rates and their timing
and their placement and
maybe even their product se-
lection,” Smith said. 

“We want to make every-
body a better farmer, every-
body more efficient, we want to
make the water a little cleaner
and we want to make the
yields a little higher.”

Also during the Harms farm
tour stop, John Niemeyer, Agri-
um sales representative, ex-
plained the use of ESN.

Niemeyer said is a coated
urea nitrogen fertilizer that
delivers nitrogen to the crop
with control and predictability.
A flexible, micro-thin polymer
coating over top of the nitrogen
granule enables this precision. 

This unique membrane all-
ows water to diffuse into the
granule, dissolving the nitro-
gen within, according to Nie-
meyer. 

The urea liquefies into a
nitrogen solution, yet remains
encapsulated within the coat-
ing. The tightly controlled and
consistent coating process pro-
duces a product that performs
consistently. 

The nitrogen solution moves
through the membranes in a

predictable manner, matching
the nitrogen demand curve of
the corp. 

“The product is designed to
put on just before corn. When
you use it in the springtime, it
will release slowly at first
when the corn is very small,”
Niemeyer explained.

He said as the soil warms
and crop growth continues, the
granules release nitrogen more
quickly and steadily. This con-
tinues throughout the growing
season to keep up with the
rapid plant growth. This pro-
cess is called temperature con-
trolled diffusion. 

John Deere’s role on the
Harms farm involved provid-
ing through Crop Production
Services a John Deere 2510H
nutrient applicator to apply
fertilizer.

Pauley Bradley, John Deere
nutrient application product
manager, said there were three
reasons that John Deere be-
came involved in this study.

“Nitrogen is critical for us to
raise the food and feed and fuel
that we need to feed the mar-
ket, and we know we’re under
pressure with how we manage
our nitrogen. This was an
excellent opportunity to de-
monstrate some technologies,”
Bradley said.

“About five years ago, John
Deere recognized that there
was need in the marketplace to
develop some technologies to
apply nitrogen more timely —
in-season nitrogen application.
So we developed some technol-
ogies to help do that more pro-
ductively and profitably with
less risk. One of the products
we brought to market was
2510H toolbar applicator to
inject nitrogen in-season.”

Deere’s 2510H Nutrient
Applicator employs high-
speed, low-disturbance injec-
tion technology to place anhy-

drous ammonia beneath the
soil surface. It uses 30 percent
less fuel and disturbs the soil
less than traditional shank-
and-knife application.

“That was one reason we
had the opportunity to partic-
ipate with other companies
like Agrium with our technolo-
gies and see how we can im-
prove agriculture and corn
growing,” Bradley said.

“The second reason is this
initiative is unique in the fact
that its ambition was to try to
get at least 50 percent of the
corn growers and acres in-
volved the watershed engaged
in participating and applying
practices to their land. 

“That was something that
gained a lot of attention ar-
ound what agriculture can do if
it really unifies and you get a
large broad effort like that. 

“We wanted to see what the
outcome would be, so we’re
interested to find out what
that will be, understanding it
will take a few years before we
see meaningful results. 

“The third reason is partner-
ships. We’ve been a supporting
of Conservation Technology
Information Center, and they
are engaged in this. We also
worked with Crop Production
Services, the local retailer
here, to use that toolbar on
about 2,300 acres here in the
watershed.”

The CTIC and Livingston
County Soil and Water Con-
servation District are project
leads. Project partners include
the Illinois Environmental
Protection Agency with fund-
ing provided through the Clean
Water Act and U.S. Depart-
ment of Agriculture’s Natural
Resources Conservation Ser-
vice, as well as support from
corporate sponsors. 

Kevin Harms 
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