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RESEARCH PROVIDES INCREASED VALUE FOR FUTURE FERTILIZER USE IN AUSTRALIAN FORESTS 
 
Further investment into nutrient management in Australian forest plantations is needed to maintain sustainability and 
profitability in the face of rising fertiliser prices, according to researchers responsible for the most exhaustive study of 
fertiliser use in Australia since the early 1990s. 
 
They found that, while there is evidence that mid-rotation fertiliser application can be highly profitable if properly 
targeted, particularly in softwood plantations, there has been very little research of the response to fertiliser in hardwood 
plantations. Forest managers are further limited by a lack of methods with which to measure this response. As a result it 
is likely there is potential to increase profitability by changing current fertiliser strategies. 
 
Dr Barrie May led a research team, funded by Forest and Wood Products Australia (FWPA) and CSIRO, in a review of 
most published Australian and international literature and a survey of fertiliser use by forestry companies across 
Australia. “There has been some work in recent years that has improved profitability, but predicting the effectiveness of 
fertiliser usage remains a crude art – something of a mystery,” he said. “A lot of work has been done into how much 
wood is being grown and there is an increasing amount of research into what quality of wood is being grown but 
comparatively little into the value of different fertilisers. 
 
“With prices increasing it is important to optimise the economics of fertiliser use. There are possibilities for remote 
sensing using satellite imagery which would allow the response of plantations to be measured over broad areas.” 
  
The team found that fertiliser use in Australia had increased significantly across all land uses in the past 20 years, only 
stabilising recently due to higher prices. Total annual expenditure was about $20 million for hardwood plantations 
compared with just $7 million for softwood plantations. Nitrogen use tripled between 1986-87 and 2004-05, potassium 
use more than doubled and phosphorus use increased by 80 percent. 
 
Researchers carried out a comparison of fertiliser use across all forms of land use and found that forestry represents just 
1 percent of total nitrogen, 0.9 percent of potassium and 1.4 percent of total phosphorus use across all agricultural 
systems. It is also a low impact form of agriculture using less fertiliser per unit of land relative to other agricultural 
systems, such as sugar cane, cotton and dairy, and thus emits far lower levels of greenhouse gases. 
 
Analysis of these studies also shows that fertiliser use in forestry is likely to have minimal impact on water quality due to 
low levels of nutrients leaching into rivers. However, the review recommends forestry owners install reserves around 
rivers where fertiliser will not be applied. The comparatively low environmental impact of fertilisers in forestry could prove 
important in encouraging policy-makers to increase the amount of land allocated for forestry. 
 
Managing Director, FWPA, Ric Sinclair said, “Substantial research into processes governing nutrient requirements and 
availability and role of fertilisers has increased the productivity and profitability of growing plantations across Australia in 
the past.  Major improvements in the efficiency of fertiliser use and the long-term sustainability of plantation forestry have 
resulted. However, substantial challenges remain. Thus, further research into nutrient management of both hardwood 
and softwood plantations is warranted and will improve both the future sustainability and profitability of plantation forestry 
across Australia.” 




