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This season is shaping up to be closer to normal than last year’s record spring and the drought.  

Meaning: you’ll experience the usual stresses with working around the weather events, and the 

competition between job priorities in the fields.  One priority that you ought to fit in, when it’s too cold 

and wet to be in the fields, is to spruce up your manure nutrient management plan.  That plan is 

important: It protects you, it keeps you in compliance with one facet of Illinois environmental 

regulations, it streamlines manure application tasks, and the up-to-date plan can point out some ways 

to improve your bottom line.  The “toolshed” that needs some of your quality time is the virtual one 

where you roll out the manure rate calculators, calibration worksheets, and mapping software. 

 

Beginners and experts: everybody on board?  As the informal survey in the Certified Livestock Manager 

Training series always shows, there is a complete spectrum of manure plans across producers, all the 

way from “the plan’s in my head” to “ I use my plan and keep records all the time.”  Pork producers with 

total confinement operations have it a little easier than folks who have outside feedlots, but it is still 

important to keep that plan up to date and on paper.  Here are some priorities for spring updates: 

 

Calculate and streamline.  If you’ll be applying manure this spring, know the application rates and 

setback areas for each field.  One idea is to print out a map of each field where manure will be going.  

Mark any and all setbacks (“no-fly zones” for the spreader), and leave room on that same page to note: 

 the acreage with the setbacks taken out,  

 the crop that goes in that field,  

 the storage where the manure will be coming from,  

 the application rate you’ve calculated, and 

 the total gallons or loads of manure that should be going on that field.  One copy of the sheet 
can then go out in the spreader tractor cab, and the operator can tally loads and make notes on 
the sheet to bring to the office when it’s done. 

 

Record keeping .  Review the recordkeeping requirements for your particular “flavor” of manure 

management plan— the IL Department of Agriculture LMFA “waste management plan” for facilities over 

1,000 animal units, the Illinois EPA NPDES CAFO plan if you are operating under a permit, or just the 

bare-bones small-facility plan.  If in doubt about the records you need, check Extension’s Illinois Manure 

Management Plan website (see below) or EZregs at www.ezregs.illinois.edu. Be sure everybody at your 

facility knows what records he or she is responsible for collecting, and that you provide the best tools for 

recordkeeping.  You need to keep recordkeeping simple and streamlined, if it is going to get done. 

 

What about last year’s drought?  Even though we plan nutrient applications and crop removal like a 

checkbook, the physical and biological processes related to weather and soils throw us a curve 

sometimes.  A drought year with disaster crop yields brings up questions about what nutrients are left in 

the soil.  My best recommendation: Stay the course.  Use the running-average predictions of crop yield 

http://www.ezregs.illinois.edu/


and nutrient uptake, and the manure application rates that fit.  The soils research in Illinois is showing 

very mixed results, especially with nitrate carryover, from the 2012 drought year.   One qualification: If 

your field phosphorus levels are already high and you had poor yields in 2012, you may need to adjust 

phosphorus applications downward, or avoid the high-P-test fields for manure application this year. 

 

Update your calculations.  Unsure about how to do the rate calculation?  Check out the simple Extension 

worksheet for single fields.  You’ll need to have your manure sample analysis handy, and previous years’ 

yield data for the field.  You can download a copy of the Excel worksheet called “Manure Nutrient 

Management Plan Worksheet: Nitrogen Limiting” from the “Spreadsheets” section of the page at 

http://web.extension.illinois.edu/clmt/immp_contents.cfm .  There’s a multiple-year spreadsheet 

available there, too. 

 

Maps, maps, maps.  If you are using a soil testing service that gives you lots of soil tests per field, you 

need to know the median soil test for the field to calculate your manure application rate.  In most cases 

this affects only your phosphorus calculation.  While you can treat different field areas as independent 

zones, most of our application equipment is not calibrated accurately enough to take advantage of the 

soil test variations.  Apply according to the median soil phosphorus test.  What about yield maps?  If 

phosphorus soil tests in the field are low, you can either treat the entire field (minus setbacks) as one 

application rate, or you can use yield map information to apply manure at different rates based on yield 

expectations in those zones.  Be careful, though, because there are environmental considerations that 

may limit manure rates, and those trump the yield numbers.  You may only apply nitrogen at an annual 

rate or less.    

 

Other recordkeeping habits.  One basic technique you must continually polish is your equipment 

calibration.  Your manure plan is not defensible unless you can show you’ve calibrated the spreader, and 

there are several ways to do that.  Once the calibration is in hand, the next most important set of 

records if you are applying manure this spring is manure destination: where the manure went, and how 

much. 

 

Tools you can use. Several years ago, Illinois Pork Producers Association helped fund the Extension 

website known as Illinois Manure Management Plans (www.immp.illinois.edu).  This website, which is 

primarily designed to help smaller Illinois producers get a plan up and going, can also assist you with 

organizing all the necessary records for a plan (think of it as an on-line file cabinet). So even if you 

already have a functioning manure management plan, you may find some interesting new stuff here. 

The site has lots of good resources to help with the tasks I’ve mentioned.  To use the site, you will have 

to create a login; it’s password protected, backed up regularly on University servers, and completely 

confidential.  Check it out, and if you have questions, call or email me.  I will be glad to walk you through 

it. 

 

What’s manure worth as fertilizer?  William Lazarus, ag economist at the University of Minnesota, has 

put together some tools for calculating the as-applied value of manure, and he’s added calculators for 
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application costs of newer types of equipment such as dragline systems.  See 

http://z.umn.edu/manureworth. 

 

Summary.  Manure nutrient management planning is not going to go away.  So, pork producers: Do your 

homework, and be sure you hold up your end of the recordkeeping jobs around the facility.  Contact me, 

Ted Funk, at funkt7@gmail.com if you have questions or comments. 
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