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The Professor of Pop-Up

George Rehm is a proponent of seed-placed fertilizer
By Katie Norris

Pop-up, or seed-placed fertilizer is applied directly to
the seed. The result is faster growth earlier in the
year, delivered more economically than broadcasting.
No one knows this better than George Rehm, soil,
water, and climate professor at the University of
Minnesota. Rehm has been working with seed-
placed fertilizer for years, determining the best uses
for the alternative to the established broadcast
system.

He explains the difference between starters and seed-
placed fertilizers as follows. “The traditional concept
of starter is a band of fertilizer placed beside and
below the seed when we plant, “ Rehm says. “Pop-
up is placed directly with the seed.”

This immediate exposure to fertilizer boosts the germination of the seed with doses of N, P, and K. “It’s a
good insurance policy. You can eliminate or reduce the risk of having a slow-emerging crop,” Rehm says.
“It increases the probability of faster growth early in the season. That has advantages that could end up in a
better yield.”

Is Pop-Up Right For You?

The effectiveness of seed-placed fertilizer does have its limitations. Rehm recommends its use on corn and
wheat, but not on soybeans. “If we have direct contact, it tends to reduce emergence, sometimes
significantly, for soybeans,” he says.

Corn and wheat do not have germination and stand problems unless the pop-up fertilizer is too strong. In
addition, pop-up gives faster emergence in cold, wet soils, Rehm says. This would include no-till land,
ground in the northern and eastern Corn Belt, or ground with surface residue.

“It’s a good practice for conservation tillage: no-till, strip-till, and ridge-till,” he says. “Under those
systems, crop residues are left on the soil surface, and the soil is generally wetter and cooler at planting
time.”

Unlike starter, which requires 2x2 attachments that are difficult to use with multi-row planters, pop-up can
be used with a modified corn planter.” Although you have the option of a dry, granular form, or liquid
form, Rehm recommends the latter. “Liquid lends itself to the seed-placed concept more than dry does,” he
says. “It is easier to meter and deliver through equipment.”

There are no specific brands for the fertilizer, and the ratio of N, P, and K for pop-up will be determined by
your fertilizer dealer after a soil analysis.

Rehm says that the biggest selling point of pop-up is the bottom line dollar. “If we use it, we can cut the
broadcast recommendation by half,” he says. Rehm believes that the usage of pop-up us catching on among
farmers. “I think it’s been gradual,” he says. “More and more growers are considering it because of the
continued problems of economics for production.”
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