
10     Connections

Q: Why do farmers apply livestock manure 
on farm fields?

A:  Livestock manure contains nitrogen, phosphorus, 
potassium, and other micronutrients beneficial to 
improving soils and growing plants.

Gardeners know the secret to tasty and bountiful produce lies within 
the soil. Managing soil nutrients, by applying manure or a commercial 
fertilizer, is important to growing luscious plants. Some avid gardeners 
say, “Nothing beats cow manure!”

Cattle manure is loaded with plant-required nutrients: 
nitrogen, phosphorus, potassium, calcium, sulfur, magnesium, and 
various micronutrients. Cattle manure is essentially organic matter, 
which breaks down over time, and is used to help balance the soil 
chemistry. It also helps soil tilth and improves the Cation Exchange Capacity 
(CEC) of the soil. 

Before there were commercial fertilizers available, farmers used livestock 
manure and plants to manage soil nutrients. Alfalfa and clover provided 
nitrogen to soils to grow plants such as oats, wheat and corn. 

Cattle manure comes in three different forms. The liquid form 
is collected into large storage tanks, under the cattle building in a “pit”, or 
collected with sand and then separated so the sand can be recycled. The solid 
form is found in bed-pack buildings or outside feedlots and usually contains 
some added materials like straw, corn or soybean stalks, wood chips, or 
corn cobs to help soak up the liquid portion and also provide bedding for the 
animals. The natural form would be found in pastures and is commonly referred 
to as cowpies.

The liquid and solid forms of manure require equipment to handle the waste 
and apply it to fields. A tractor pulls a tank filled with the liquid manure 
across the field and manure is injected or knifed into the ground with a tillage 
implement. Some farmers use a hose and pump system from their storage 
facility to pump out the manure into the ground; they never have to load or haul 
the manure with this type of pumping system. The solid form requires a loader 
and a manure spreader. The spreader distributes the solid manure over the field. 
The solid form can also be composted and sold to homeowners or nurseries.

Applying manure to farm fields can have its issues. Weather dictates when 
manure can be applied. If the ground is too wet and manure is applied soil 
compaction can occur. Getting manure applied in a timely matter and allowing 
it to blend into the soil profile can have an impact on the crop’s planting date. 
The other issue with manure application can be odor, depending on the type of 
application and prevailing winds.

Manure is a valuable, natural 
fertilizer used by livestock 
farmers. Livestock manure can be 
used instead of or in combination 
with commercial fertilizers. Farmers 
test their soils to determine the 
effectiveness of manure applications 
and also to determine if additional 
fertilizer is needed. By using manure 
from cattle, hogs or other livestock, 
farmers spend less on commercial 
fertilizers.

In evaluating the value of our 
cattle manure my dad would say, 
“Spreading manure is like putting 
cash in the soil fertility bank, 
sometimes you work hard and pay 
dearly for it.” Most of the time we 
think it is easy and free when cattle 
are profitable, but it really is one of 
those jobs that someone has to do 
and it’s all part of raising livestock. 
When cattle margins are thin, then 
the value of the manure may be the 
bonus that helps balance the farm 
books. ■
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