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An online survey of producers in Tennessee was conducted in February and March of
2023 to better understand their use of, and objectives with, nutrient management
practices such as nutrient management planning, soil testing, cover crops, no-till, and
variable rate application, among other practices. Key findings of this report are:

While the survey data was insightful for understanding the use of these practices, we
also utilized United States Department of Agricultural (USDA) Natural Resource
Conservation Service (NRCS) data to see how Tennessee compares to other states.
These data indicated:

These findings demonstrate Tennessee has made substantial progress in terms of
public and private investment in nutrient management practices and can serve as a
baseline for tracking the evolution of environmental stewardship among Tennessee
crop producers.

Executive Summary
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90% of all surveyed crop producers use no-till.
60% of all surveyed crop producers use cover crops.
86% of all surveyed crop producers soil test.
80% of all pasture/hay producer respondents soil test.
73% of all respondents said they determine how much
fertilizer to apply based on soil tests.

Tennessee ranked second in the US for enrollments into cover
crops from 2014 to 2022.
Tennessee ranked first in the US for total dollars spent on
allocating acres into cover crops from 2014 to 2022.
In the next five years, respondents expect to continue to increase
the use of cover crops, no-till, soil testing, nitrogen stabilizers,
and poultry litter.
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The objective of this report is to examine and quantify the adoption of conservation
practices focused on nutrient management in Tennessee. These practices include
cover crops, no-tillage, soil testing, and poultry litter or manure applications for
Tennessee crop producers. The purpose is to establish a baseline number of acres in
Tennessee that are using various conservation practices in concert with a nutrient
management plan. Nutrient management plans for crop production match nutrient
applications to crop needs, reducing commercial fertilizer use while maintaining and,
in some cases, enhancing soil productivity and crop yields. The baseline numbers
contained in this report demonstrate the progress Tennessee farmers are making
towards environmental stewardship while also identifying potential areas for
improvement.

Data was collected from a 2023 survey of Tennessee farmers administered through
the Qualtrics online survey platform. The survey was designed in collaboration with
TDA employees and researchers with the University of Tennessee Institute of
Agriculture and contained sections related to nutrient management, use of cover
crops and use of no-till agriculture. A link to the survey was posted on the UTCrops
blog and emailed out through County Extension Agents, commodity boards, and
conservation districts from early February to early March. During that period, a total
of 484 respondents completed the survey.

   Hay accounted for the greatest number of acres produced by respondents, followed
by pasture, soybeans, corn, cotton, and wheat (Table 1). Fifty-five of the 484
respondents that completed the survey reported producing row crops in 2022
representing 21,036 acres of soybeans, 16,874 acres of corn, 2,696 acres of cotton
and 1,360 acres of wheat across 74 Tennessee counties. In addition, respondents
reported farming 117,625 acres of hay and 25,193 acres of pasture.

    In addition to the survey data, we also include USDA NRCS data on various uses of
conservation practices focused on nutrient management in Tennessee. This data
allows us to examine historical trends of nutrient management practice use in
Tennessee and compare adoption rates to neighboring states. These data can be
found here (LINK).

Introduction
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Methodology

https://www.farmers.gov/data/financial-assistance-download


Producers were asked to provide information on how they determine fertilizer
application rates and their primary goal with fertilizer application. Respondents most
commonly (73%) used soil testing to determine fertilizer application rates, followed by
the price of fertilizer (40%; Figure 1), indicating profit-maximization is a consideration
in fertilizer application decisions. However, 44% of respondents also indicated they
fertilize to maximize yield (Figure 2) which may not be the profit maximizing rate. This
suggests producers may benefit from a better understanding of the economic factors
that determine the optimal fertilizer application rate.

Results and Discussion
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Nutrient Management



     Respondents were asked how frequently they soil test. Eighty percent of the
pasture/hay producers and 86% of the row crop producers reported soil testing at
least every 5 years (Figure 3). Row crop producers most commonly soil tested every
year while pasture/hay producers most commonly soil tested every three years.

    

     The survey also collected data on whether the producers had a nutrient
management plan. Among all respondents, only 36% indicated they had a nutrient
management plan while 64% did not (Figure 4). Among row crop producers, 81%
reported having a nutrient management plan while 19% did not, suggesting nutrient
management plan development may be another potential area for education among
producers.

Results and Discussion Cont...
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      Respondents were asked to indicate the number of acres they fertilize using
various technologies. Variable rate application was used most frequently, followed by
grid soil sampling, nitrogen stabilizers, and poultry litter or manure (Table 2). While
the adoption of these precision technologies, alternative fertilizer sources, and
nitrogen stabilizers is limited, changes from these baselines will be interesting to
watch for in the future.

Results and Discussion Cont...
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Use of No-tillage Farming
Compared to conventional till, no-till has been shown to improve soil health and
reduce fuel and labor costs, while no-till with cover crops can improve soil physical
properties compared to no-till or conventional till without cover crops. Ninety
percent of respondents reported using no-tillage in 2022 (Figure 5). Soybeans
accounted for the most no-till acres in 2022, followed by corn, cotton, and wheat
(Table 3). Nearly all (99.7%) no-till acres planted by respondents were privately
funded.



Results and Discussion Cont...
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Use of cover crops
Cover crops have been shown to slow erosion, improve soil health, enhance water
availability, control weeds, pests, and diseases, and increase biodiversity on
cultivated land. Cover crops have also been shown to increase crop yields, contribute
to soil organic matter, mitigate nutrient leaching, and attract pollinators and evidence
suggests cover crops also offer protection in the face of erratic and increasingly
intensive rainfall, as well as during drought conditions. Sixty percent of row crop
producers reported planting cover crops in 2022, while 40% did not (Figure 6).
Similarly, 60% of the acreage reported to be planted in cover crops in 2022 was
privately funded and 40% partially funded by a government agency (Table 4). Twenty-
six respondents reported planting a total of 9,013 acres due to cost-share payments.



Results and Discussion Cont...
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Trends and outlook for nutrient management 
in Tennessee 
Recognizing our data indicates a point in time, we also include historical USDA NRCS
data on various uses of conservation practices focused on nutrient management in
Tennessee. Although there are limitations to this data (e.g., it does not account for
producers who adopted a nutrient management plan without cost-share assistance),
it reveals broad trends to supplement the survey data. Figure 7 shows the number of
cost-share applications administered for a nutrient management (practice code 590)
plan in Tennessee and Figure 8 shows similar statistics for cover crop adoption in
Tennessee. The number of applications and dollars allocated for both programs vary
across years. After seeing an increase in NRCS cover crop funding in Tennessee from
2014-2017, funding gradually declined through 2022 (Figure 8). 



Results and Discussion Cont...
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    In addition to quantity of acres and dollars spent, the acreage location is important
as these investments generate the highest value in places where the impacts of the
practice are the greatest. Compared to counties located in the eastern portion of the
state, counties in central and western Tennessee saw relatively more acres and
dollars invested in nutrient management practices between 2014 and 2022 (Figures 9
& 10). This might be explained by the higher numbers of crop acres in west Tennessee
but highlights a need for continued efforts to expand adoption to East Tennessee. The
data does not allow us to isolate acres by practice within a county, but we can assume
all these practices address environmental stewardships needs.

 



Results and Discussion Cont...
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    Tennessee producers’ participation in USDA NRCS cover crop programs is relatively
high compared to other states. For the period 2014-2022, Tennessee ranked second
among all states in cover crop occurrences (Figure 11) and first among all states in
dollars spent on cover crops (Figure 12). While there are areas for improvement,
Tennessee producers’ adoption of nutrient management practices such as cover
crops, demonstrates Tennessee farmers have made progress in environmental
stewardship.



Results and Discussion Cont...
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Results and Discussion Cont...
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    Looking ahead, we asked respondents to report how their use of various practices
had changed over the last five years and how their use of those practices will change
in the next five years. Overall, respondents reported a net increase in cover crop
acres planted, no-till acres, soil testing, and the use of nitrogen stabilizers, poultry
litter and biosolids over the previous 5 years, accompanied by a net decrease in total
fertilizer applied (Table 5). Respondents’ expectations for the next 5 years suggest
these trends may continue (Table 6). These findings are encouraging and imply further
adoption of nutrient management practices in Tennessee, which is already a leading
state in terms of NRCS program use. However, because of the method used to
promote and administer the survey, results may be subject to self-selection bias and
may not accurately represent the entire population of producers in the state.


