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Nitrogen in Agriculture

Let’s Talk About It!



Articles/Videos

1. Ecosystems: Down on the Farm (Environmental Defense Fund Video)
2. A Brief History of Our Deadly Addiction to Nitrogen Fertilizer 

(Mother Jones)
3. Nutrient Pollution: The Sources and Solutions: Agriculture (US EPA 

and USDA NRCS)
4. Taking a Stand Against Those Who Pollute Drinking Water 

(Environmental Working Group)
5. Update on DMWW Lawsuit (FarmDOC)



Questions to Consider

What grabbed your attention when reading the 
article/watching the video?

What does the author want farmers to do?

How do we solve this problem?



Dead Zones are a Global Problem

https://www.arcgis.com/apps/Cascade/index.html?appid
=18da4076ebb041c6a7600cf864f5d2e9&autoplay

Google “dead zones 
map” to see the 
many maps and data



https://www.vims.edu/research/topics/dead_zones/index.php



Iowa Nutrient Reduction Strategy
http://www.nutrientstrategy.iastate.edu/

https://www.cals.iastate.edu/files/misc/183758/reducing-nutrient-loss-science-shows-what-works.pdf



WI Private Well Survey Data

https://gissrv3.uwsp.edu/webapps/gwc/pri_wells/



Figure 8. Map of Wisconsin showing 
the percentage of groundwater 
samples in each township above the 
10 mg/L nitrate-N drinking water 
standard

https://www.mdpi.com/2079-9276/4/2/323/htm







https://datcp.wi.gov/Pages/Programs_Services/ProducerLedProjects.aspx



Agricultural Use of Nitrogen & Phosphorous in WI

 As long as it does not cause damage, no laws regulate how much 
fertilizer a farmer can use (rate, timing)
 If a farmer spreads manure on frozen ground and it kills fish, the farmer can be fined

 Several triggers exist that require a farmer to have a Nutrient 
Management Plan for the farm

 UW NPM “What is a Farm Nutrient Management Plan?” 
https://ipcm.wisc.edu/download/pubsNM/what_is_NMP.pdf

 DATCP “Wisconsin Nutrient Management Basics” 
https://datcp.wi.gov/Documents/NMBrochure.pdf

https://ipcm.wisc.edu/download/pubsNM/what_is_NMP.pdf
https://datcp.wi.gov/Documents/NMBrochure.pdf


What is a Farm Nutrient Management Plan?

 A strategy for obtaining the maximum return from on-farm and 
commercial fertilizer resources in a way that protects water quality
Soil Test Reports
 Inventory of On-farm Nutrient Resources
Nutrient Crediting 
Farm Conservation Plan (i.e. meets “T”) 
Manure Spreading Plan with map showing restricted areas
Meets the USDA-NRCS 590 Nutrient Mgmt Standard
Annual Updates



http://corn.agronomy.wisc.edu/Management/pdfs/L025_SoilTestBasis.pdf



What Triggers Needing to File a Nutrient Management 
Plan in Wisconsin?

 Participate in USDA-NRCS Programs 
 Permitted Livestock Operations (NR243)

 Wisconsin’s Livestock Siting Ordinance (ATCP51)

 County & Local Zoning

 County Programs
 Priority Watersheds & Outstanding/Exceptional  Resource Water 

Protection Areas (NR 151)

 Land & Water Conservation Plans (NR 151)

 Working Lands (Farmland Preservation) Tax Credit
 If accept cost-share to create a plan (ATCP 50)



Summary

 Learning Goals
 To become aware of some of the issues surrounding the use of nitrogen 

in agriculture
 To become aware that Wisconsin has problems with nitrogen in

groundwater and drinking water
 Also phosphorus in surface waters and manure contamination

 To become aware of some of the activities in Wisconsin to help address 
these problems and what more agriculture and famers can expect
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