
Nitrogen inputs in farming systems come from a variety of sources, including soil bacteria, legumes, 
manures, composts, fertilisers and inputs directly from the atmosphere. Nitrogen is released by soil 

organic matter, but also bound up in new organic matter. 

Carbon-rich inputs like manures, composts and crop wastes have low nitrogen concentrations (2-5%), so are 

usually applied in large volumes. The N contained in them needs to be included in nutrient budgets.

Legumes build soil nitrogen in varying amounts, depending on dry matter production and existing soil 

nitrogen levels. In the best cases they can provide large (>300kg/ha) nitrogen inputs in a year. 

Free-living soil bacteria and atmospheric deposition deliver modest inputs, around 10-40kg/ha per year.

Fertilisers have the highest concentration of nitrogen, and come in different chemical formulations. 

These fertilisers react with soils and plants in different ways, and understanding this is key to 

achieving the most profitable use of nitrogen fertilisers. 

Some fertilisers have more than one source of N, including products like UAN.
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