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PRODUCTION

Corn, wheat showing benefits of added sulphur

BY PETER RESCHKE
Ontario Farmer

part in these deficiency reports, 
 McCallum says sulphur “will definitely 
be on my radar.”

McCallum has also seen more zinc 
deficiency in corn than in other years, 
something he attributes to a restricted 
root system. He found the shortage was 
especially noticeable in areas where 
growers had a high concentration of 
phosphorus in the starter, thereby throw-
ing the P:Zinc ratio out of whack.

THE SULPHUR response isn’t 
 limited to corn. Dale Cowan, senior 
agronomist with Southern Cooperative 
Services, has run wheat trials for the 
past couple of seasons looking at the 
impact of the nutrient. 

Last year’s trials were done on four 
plots with loam and clay loam soils. He 
says farmers had noticed poor corn and 
wheat yields on sandy knolls for the past 
two years. Theories ranged from 
drought stress to low pH to nitrogen 
deficiency.

But he also noticed that fields where 
KMag or ammonium sulphate had been 
applied had fewer problems. 

Cowan says that results from the 
OMAFRA/U. of G. SMART wheat tri-
als showed improved yields from higher 
N rates and fungicide applications. He 
says that the relationship between nitro-
gen and sulphur means that, the more N 
you apply in a sulphur-deficient soil, the 
less yield the added N will supply.

Cowan’s trials last year resulted in an 
average six bushel gain over the four 
plots where sulphur was added – a gross 
return of $26.66 on average when wheat 
was worth $4.50.

The trial was repeated this year with 
ammonium sulphate and urea as well as 

a liquid sulphur source with UAN. Just 
one wheat plot had been harvested as of 
last week and Cowan says it showed a 
yield gain of 10 bushels for the added 
sulphur.

Cowan says reduced air pollution 
means crops are “barely receiving 
enough sulphur (from the atmosphere) 
to cover crop removal.”

He feels that added S may not only 
pay off in terms of yield but also in 
improved protein quality and flour glu-
ten strength. “Time will tell. It will 
either be something else we tried or the 
best thing we have ever done.”

The issue of whether crops like corn 
and wheat are getting enough 

 sulphur in a regular fertility program 
continues to create discussion.

Some observations that surfaced last 
week have added new fuel to the debate. 
In one case, a couple of agronomists 
were reporting sulphur deficiency 
 symptoms in corn fields that responded 
well to an application, while another 
reported significant yield increases 
where sulphur was added to the wheat 
fertility program.

Jerry Winnicki, an agronomist with 
Clark Agriservice at Wellandport, says 
sulphur deficiency symptoms in some 
fields in his area this year were more 
pronounced than he’s ever seen.  Tissue 
samples confirmed the diagnosis and 
the growers applied Epsom salts 
 (magnesium sulphate). 

Within four days “the corn turned 
around completely,” Winnicki reports.

Another interesting observation was 
that one grower, who used ammonium 
sulphate in his fertility program, didn’t 
see the yellowing in his corn crop while 
those around him using different N 
sources noticed the deficiency.

Winnicki says the heavy rainfall this 
spring may have had something to do 
with moving sulphur out of the reach of 
crop roots. But he is not discounting the 
fact that a chronic sulphur shortage may 
exist, leading to “hidden hunger” symp-
toms in the crop, even in years with less 
rainfall.

He’s hoping that samples taken on 
heavier clay soils will provide more 
answers.

WEST ELGIN certified crop advisor 
Alan McCallum has seen similar things 
in his area. He reports “a lot of response” 
to starters containing KMag or Sul- Po-
Mag.

“We’re seeing some big visual 
responses on the high pH sands...more 
dramatic responses this year than ever.” 
He says the response is clearly due to the 
sulphur, not the magnesium.

Although the year may be playing a 

This photo shows clearly where a sulphur deficiency was rectified with an Epsom salt application 
and where no additional sulphur was applied. PHOTO BY JERRY WINNICKI.

A wet spring may have moved 
the nutrient out of the root zone 
but evidence is mounting that 
crops may need additional S
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Genetics have done their part to 
reduce the impact of fusarium on 

Ontario winter wheat, says OMAFRA 
cereal specialist Peter Johnson.

Johnson says he got a graphic 
 demonstration of how far we’ve come 
when he tried to grow a seed plot of the 
old variety Fredrick for a genetic 
improvement demonstration. 

The Fredrick plot, even though 
planted extremely thin, was hammered 
by fusarium. “I haven’t seen this much 
fusarium since 1996,” he says.

It shows just how much varieties have 
improved over the years, he says. 
Although the disease is still a threat, it 
doesn’t have nearly the impact that it 
did on the older varieties.

Old wheat varieties more prone to fusarium
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