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Fertilization of Loblolly Pine
on two Alabama Soils: Effects on
Growth and Foliar Mineral Content
DR. M.

C. CARTER and E. S. LYLE, JR.
Department of Forestry

INTRODUCTION

S

INCE WORLD WAR II there has been a great increase in publie and private interest in forestry. This interest has manifested
itself in increased acreages of artificial reforestation. The investment required for this reforestation has caused concern regarding the financial return to be expected. It is only natural for the
investor to desire a quick and maximum return and this desire
has led to an interest in forest fertilization since fertilization has
proved to, be quite profitable for agronomic crops.
Fertilization of forest nursery soils has been successfully practiced, as a necessity, for a number of years on a worldwide basis.
Also, fertilizers have been successfully used in special cases such
as forest tree seed production, Christmas tree production and for
rehabilitation of badly depleted soils. However, the most useful
application of fertilizer might well be in increasing volume
growth and wood quality of trees after they have become established on a normal site. At present, this application is still within
the experimental stage.
In general, the effect of readily available fertilizers on forest
tree growth has been unpredictable and of short duration. Addoms (1), in 1937 found great individual variation in growth rate
of fertilized seedlings even though they were originally selected
for uniformity of size. Several investigators (5,7,10,16,17,18,21,
22,26,29) have reported an increase in diameter growth of pine
trees following fertilization, but no increase in height growth.
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However, Gessel (6), Heiberg et al. (8), Hughes and Jackson
(11), Smith (23), and Walker (25) have observed an increase
in height as well as in diameter growth of pine trees following
fertilization. A note of caution by Pritchett and Robertson (20)
states that 300 pounds per acre of nitrogen or K20 may reduce
growth of newly planted pines on sandy soil.
There are a number of factors that cause variations in the
response of pine trees to fertilization. One of the factors that
has probably prevented an increase in growth is the greater
demand on available moisture that occurs when the amount of
undergrowth is increased by fertilization. Of course, this would
affect newly planted seedlings to a much greater extent than it
would established seedlings. Another factor has been the lack
of knowledge concerning interrelations of nutrients and water in
pines. Many fertilization studies undoubtedly have been carried
out on soils where moisture was the limiting factor rather than
nutrients. Pharis and Kramer (19), working with loblolly seedlings
in sand culture, found that nitrogen concentration above optimum for growth reduced drought resistance. Bensend (2) made
the same discovery with jack pine seedlings. Leaching losses
of applied nutrients on porous soils could also obscure a possible
growth response to fertilization.
An exploratory research study dealing with fertilization of
established loblolly pine seedlings was begun in March, 1960 to
learn more about the relationship between soil fertilization, soil
mineral content, foliage mineral content, and growth. Two locations were chosen for the study. One was a reasonably fertile
Piedmont soil that had been in cultivation prior to planting trees.
The other was a recently clearcut Coastal Plain soil of low fertility and no history of cultivation.
PROCEDURE

The better site was a Cecil sandy loam located in Chambers
County in the Alabama Piedmont (habitat region III G) (9).
This site was an old field abandoned 2 years prior to establishment, without site preparation. The poorer site was a Eustis
loamy sand located in Baldwin County in the Alabama Lower
Coastal Plain (habitat region V LS-I) (9). This site had no history of cultivation and the existing stand of longleaf pine had
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been eleartiit wxith the remiainingo xvegetation lnulldoz'ed and~ winidrowedt'~ prior to planting wxith loblolix Pine.
Both sites werei niiicli e jpli iteti wXitli 1 xyeari o1( seed~lings at
an approximnate spacing of (5x 8 teet. Thet seed f or both plan tings wer cX(4
oll (cted in adl) ad1jacen t to the cts~)t in whPoi
the
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ani dxeragc hleighlt of 1.9 feet after secondit groX ing
gseason . l'i gii e
1 show\Xs the relatix t diff ereniee ini seedling growxtb betwxeen the
txxo( sites ('\ (ii thiou gh there is a one xsear age dlifference 1)exx eii
stai (is.
Du)iring the xxiiitcr folloxxinig the seconit groxx iig season,i
2:'
faetorial ('\perii tnt wi th txx
rei'plicatins xxas stabilished at
each location. The eight p~lots in each replicationi wxere located
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Q.5acre in area, and the 9 trees nearest the plot center xxere
tagged for sampi
1 linig. The selection of sampifle trees xxas coiii
pl tels ohjeetix e, ex ell thou gh a f ex indii ual s appearetd wxeak(lied or dheformied bx fusiloriti rnst ( Crollarli,,,
fiusiforiOlt and~
tip) mo1th (R iacion
y
iafrostna . Later, it ap)pearedl that trees
hax iig large steiii eankers shold haxve beeni omitted froim the
samlpe. Hoxx ex r, mnortalitx fromi all calises (hirinig the 2 xears
folloxxingr origtinal iiieasureiiiei t conisisted1 of torlx 11trees of the
288 tagged.
I'ertil izrs xxere 1broadcast 1 x hand du riinig thit mionth of MIarch
eatch Xear. Fale~ 1. -No attempt wxas madle to inc orporatt tihe

FIGURE

1. The view at left shows seedlings on the Coastal Plain site at age 3
years and the view at right shows seedlings on the Piedmont site at age 2 years.
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FIGURE 2. The plot on the right received nitrogen, phosphorous and potassium.
Note the difference in amount of lesser vegetation between it and the left hand
plot which recived no fertilizer.
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Phosphorus was applied the first year only at the rate of 750
pounds of superphosphate (18-20% P20 5 ) per acre. Potassium was
applied all three years at the rate of 125 pounds of muriate of
potash (60% K20) per acre per year.
Using a push tube, soil samples were collected from the top
6 inches of soil. Nine cores were taken from each plot and composited during December following the first application of fertilizers, Table 1.
Available phophorous and potassium were extracted from soil
samples by shaking 5-g. sample with 20 ml. of 0.05 N HCl
and 0.025 N H2SO4 solution for 5 minutes. Phosphorous was
then determined by the vanadomolybdophosphoric yellow color
method in a nitric acid system. Potassium was determined by
the usual flame photometer method. The Walkely-Black method
of wet combustion was used for the organic matter determinations.
Soil pH was measured by glass electrode in a soil to water ratio
of 1:2.5. The Kjeldahl method was used to determine total organic and ammonium forms of nitrogen.
Foliage samples were collected during early October at the
end of the second growing season following the first application
of fertilizer, Table 1. Fully expanded, current year foliage from
the terminal shoot or topmost whorl of lateral branches was collected since mineral content of this foliage has been considered
best correlated with mineral uptake (27,28).
Foliage samples were oven dried at 700 C. and ground in a
Wiley mill. Total nitrogen was determined on a 0.1 g. sample by
the Ranker salicylic acid-thiosulfate adaptation of the semi-micro
Kjeldahl method using a Kemmerer-Hallett distillation unit. Two
gram samples of oven-dry plant material were dry ashed at 525 °
C. and taken up in concentrated HC1. This solution was used
for the determination of potassium by flame photometry and
phosphorous by colorimeter reading of phosphomolybdic blue
color.
Method of Data Analysis

Analysis of covariance was applied to the height growth data
from the 23 factorial arrangement with height before treatment
as the independent variable and height after treatment as the
dependent variable. The effect of treatment on diameter growth,
soil analysis, and foliage nutrient content was determined by
analysis of variance.
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TABLE 2.

HEIGHT OF LOBLOLLY

Site
Coastal Plain

EXPERIMENT STATION

PINE BEFORE AND AFTER FERTILIZATION

With
N

No
N

Height of trees1
With
No
With
P
P
K

No
K

Average

Ft.

Ft.

Ft.

Ft.

Ft.

Ft.

Ft.

Before fertilization, 1961

2.0

1.9

2.0

1.8

2.0

1.9

1.9

After 1 year, 1962.......
After 2 years, 1963_________.
After 3 years, 1964________.

3.9
6.2
9.3

3.7
5.8
8.32

3.8
6.0
9.0

3.8
5.9
8.6

3.8
6.0
9.0

3.7
5.9
8.6

3.8
6.0
8.8

3.8
7.3
12.6
23.5

4.1
7.3
12.5
23.7

3.9
7.3
12.3
23.7

3.9
7.3
12.3
23.4

3.9
7.3
12.4
23.5

Piedmont
Before fertilization, 1960 3.9
After 1 year, 1961___________ 7.3
After 2 years, 1962.________. 12.6
After 4 years, 1964
23.6

4.0
7.3
12.2
23.5

-.......

1All heights after treatment adjusted for height before treatment by regression.
2 Effect of nitrogen significant at the 5 per cent level on Coastal Plain site after
third year.
Plantation was severly damaged by ice storm during winter of 1962-63. The
Piedmont height measurements cannot be considered representative, since many
of the taller trees were broken.

'

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Nitrogen applied as a fertilizer on the Coastal Plain site produced a significant increase in height growth after 3 years of
fertilization, Table 2. There was no significant increase in height
growth for the Piedmont site. Table 2 shows the possible beginnings of a nitrogen effect on height growth in the second year
at the Piedmont site. However, an ice storm in 1963 caused
many of the terminals to break off, thereby obscuring any effect
of fertilization on height growth. An even stronger trend was
shown for phosphorous at the Piedmont site in the second year
but the ice storm again apparently obscured any effect by the
fourth year.
TABLE 3.

DIAMETER OF LOBLOLLY PINE, Six INCHES FROM GROUND, AFTER
ANNUAL APPLICATIONS OF FERTILIZER

8

Diameter of trees

Site

Coastal Plainl
Piedmont

With
N
In.
2.62
4.52

No
N
In.
2.2
4.1

With
P
In.
2.5
4.3

No
P
In.
2.3
4.4

With
K
In.
2.5
4.3

No
K
In.
2.3
4.3

Average
In.
2.4
4.3

1 Both plantations were 5 years of age when measured. Piedmont measurements
taken in October 1962 and Coastal Plain in October 1963.
2 Effect of nitrogen significant at the 1% level of both locations.
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Nitrogen produced a significant increase in diameter growth
at both sites after three annual applications of fertilizer, Table
3. These findings are in agreement with previously reported results (4,13,26,29). No increase in diameter growth resulted from
phosphorous or potassium. However, the effects of phosphorous
and potassium may not appear as quickly as the effect of nitrogen
and future measurements may disclose an increase resulting from
these additives. Both phosphorous and potassium have been
found to influence diameter growth of pine at other locations
(13,21,24).
The application of a nitrogenous fertilizer increased the percentage of nitrogen found in the foliage at both locations, Table
4. This result agrees with earlier findings in both greenhouse
and field (5,15,25,29).
There was a significant reduction of foliage phosphorous at
the Piedmont site when nitrogen was added to the soil, Table 4.
This was not true for the Coastal Plain site. A reduction in
foliar phosphorous following nitrogen application is common in
fruit trees, (3). However, results with forest trees have been
variable. Fowells and Krauss (5) reported a lowering of foliage
phosphorous with high nitrogen levels, but other workers did
not (5,15,21,25,29). Cain (3) concludes that, while the phosphorous level on a dry weight basis may be reduced following
nitrogen application, the total phosphorous per tree remains
unchanged or increases slightly as a result of increased dry

weight production following nitrogen application. In the present study, increased foliage production was apparent on trees
TABLE 4.

Site

FOLIAGE MINERAL CONTENT'

With
N

No
N

Foliage mineral content
With
No
With
P
P
K

No
K

Average

Coastal Plain
Nitrogen (%)..........

1.972

1.57

1.71

1.84

1.81

1.74

1.77

Phosphorous (p.p.m.)...
Potassium (%).........

963
0.572

1032
0.47

11552
0.52

840
0.52

1024
0.602

971
0.44

998
0.52

Piedmont
Nitrogen (%)
Phosphorous (p.p.m.)_...
Potassium (%).......

1.452
6262
0.69

1.28
699
0.69

1.36
688
0.70

1.87
638
0.68

1.35
653
0.752

1.38
672
0.64

1.32
663
0.69

' Samples collected in October after two annual applications of fertilizer.
2 Indicates significant main effects at 5% level or higher.
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receiving nitrogen or nitrogen plus phosphorous, hence Cain's
(3) explanation may be applicable.
A significant increase in foliar potassium was found at the
Coastal Plain site when a nitrogenous fertilizer was applied to
the soil, but there was no increase at the Piedmont site. Fowells
and Krauss (5) reported a lowering of foliar potassium in loblolly pine with an increase of nitrogen level in a sand culture
solution, but Ingestad (11), working with spruce, found an increase in foliar potassium with an increase of nitrogen level in
nutrient solutions.
Addition of superphosphate to the Coastal Plain soil resulted
in an increase in foliage phosphorous, Table 4. There was no
increase at the Piedmont site. However, the Piedmont soil contained 8 p.p.m. available phosphorous before treatment, whereas
the Coastal Plain soil contained none. Since Fowells and Krauss
(5) found that 1 p.p.m. phosphorous in sand culture solution
satisfied the demands of loblolly, the lack of significance in the
Piedmont data is not surprising. Foliar potassium and nitrogen
were unaffected by phosphorous application at both sites.
Foliar potassium content was increased at both sites when
potassium fertilizer was added to the soil, Table 4. There was no
increase in foliar phosphorus at the Coastal Plain site with increase in potassium supply.
The only first order interaction that was significant for both
sites was the nitrogen plus phosphorous effect on foliar potassium content, Figure 3. When nitrogen and phosphorous were
applied together, the foliar potassium content was reduced.
However, the reduction was not to a level below that of the
unfertilized trees. Larger trees probably meant more foliage
per tree and, therefore, a greater dilution of the absorbed potassium and a possible explanation for the decrease in foliar potassium.
The nitrogen-phosphorous interaction was significant in the
foliar nitrogen and foliar phosphorus data at the Piedmont site.
Nitrogen applied to the soil without phosphorus caused foliar nitrogen to increase, Figure 4, but when nitrogen and phosphorous
were applied together there was little change in foliar nitrogen
content. Phosphorous alone increased foliar phosphorous, but
nitrogen and phosphorous together did not increase foliar phosphorous more than nitrogen alone, Figure 5. Both of these

LOBLOLLY PINES
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FIGURE 3. Interaction between nitrogen and phosphorous fertilizers and soil and
foliar potassium contents at both sites.

interactions may have resulted from a growth dilution effect
occurring when nitrogen and phosphorous were added together.
Soil fertilizationt with superphosphate reduced the amount of
available soil potassium at the Coastal Plain site but not at the
Piedmont site, Table 5. More potassium was most likely removed from the soil on the Piedmont site, but a greater potassium
supplying power probably prevented a drop in available supply.
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TABLE-5.- SOIL ANALYSES FROM FERTILIZED LOBLOLLY

Site

With
N

Coastal Plain
Nitrogen (p.p.m.) ............ 576
Phosphorous (p.p.m.)...
0.2
Potassium (p.p.m.) ..........
25
Organic matter (%)------. 1.78
5.0
pH

STATION

PLANTATIONS

No
N

Soil mineral content
With
No
With
P
P
K

No
K

Average

621
2.0
22
2.02
5.1

630
2.2
182
1.87
5.0

567
0
28
1.93
5.1

6582
0.2
312
2.11
5.1

589
2.0
15
1.69
5.1

598
1.1
23
1.90
5.1

Piedmont
Nitrogen (p.p.m.) .----..... 522
484
502
503
Phosphorous (p.p.m.)----...
11
19
22
8
Potassium (p.p.m.) .--------43
45
42
46
Organic matter (%)------1.00
0.98
1.01
0.97
pH -----------------------------------.
5.5
5.9
5.7
5.7

508
17
572
1.05
5.8

498
13
31
0.93
5.6

503
15
44
0.99
5.7

1 Soil samples collected in December following first application of fertilizer.
2 Indicates main effects significant at 5% level or higher.

Muriate of potash applied to soils gave an increase in soil
potassium at both sites, Table 5. However, there was also an
increase in soil nitrogen at the Coastal Plain site. It was noted
by ocular estimate that plots given potassium alone or in combination contained more undergrowth. The greater amount of undergrowth would increase the organic matter of the soil, which
is directly correlated with total nitrogen of the soil. The more
complete shading by the larger trees of the Piedmont plots
reduced the development of soil organic matter by inhibiting
production of undergrowth.
There was an interaction between phosphorous and potassium
that affected soil potassium at the Coastal Plain site, Figure 6.
Application of potassium without phosphorous greatly increased
soil potassium content, which was only slightly increased when
phosphorous and potassium were both added. This effect seems
logical, remembering that phosphorous alone decreased and potassium alone increased soil potassium, Table 5.
At the Piedmont site, the only soil interaction was the effect
of nitrogen and phosphorous on soil potassium, Figure 3. Nitrogen
or phosphorous applied alone increased soil potassium. However,
when they were applied to the same plot, there was a reduction
in soil potassium. This same interaction did not hold true on the
Coastal Plain site, Figure 3. There was a tendency for nitrogen
alone to increase soil potassium at both sites, whereas, phosphor-
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ous alone tended to cause an increase at the Piedmont site and a
decrease at the Coastal Plain site.
CONCLUSIONS
Responses to fertilization in loblolly pine plantations were in
general agreement with results obtained with horticultural or
agronomic crops. From observation of all plots in the present
study, it appears that total dry matter production was greatly
increased by all fertilizer applications since the size and density
of the foliage on the fertilized trees greatly exceeded that of the
unfertilized trees. Also the increase in diameter growth at both
sites and the increase in height growth at the Coastal Plain site
resulting from nitrogen application indicates an increased dry
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weight production. Maki (14) obtained the same general results
from nitrogen fertilization of loblolly pine, noting an increase in
average diameter, basal area, needle production and total litter
production. With most agricultural crops total dry weight or
fruit production is the important response factor, whereas the
growth parameter of major concern in young pine plantations
has been height. Therefore, most of the response to fertilization
is of little economic value according to present evaluation methods based on height growth.
Height growth of the plantations studied must be mainly limited by some factor other than nutrient supply; namely, soil
moisture and physical properties. However, nitrogen supply apparently was below the level that the tree could utilize since
some growth response followed the application of this element.
Diameter growth was particularly responsive to nitrogen application and may be more closely related to nutrient supply than
height growth.
The response to nitrogen fertilization was similar to usual
response to thinning in that diameter growth increased while
height growth changed very little. However, one difference must
be remembered. Thinning, except in a severely stagnated stand,
usually results in an immediate decrease in total volume growth
per acre. Meanwhile, subsequent growth is concentrated on remaining trees, thus enabling them to reach merchantable size
sooner than if no thinning were done. If fertilization continues
to increase diameter growth at greater stand densities, it may
hasten the movement into merchantable size with an increase
in final volume per acre. Likewise, it may be possible to substitute fertilization for at least part of the thinning and obtain
increased diameter growth on a greater number of trees per
acre. This is, of course, speculative since the effect of fertilization upon volume per acre growth at different age and density
classes has not been ascertained. Also, the persistence of fertilization effects is unknown. However, the unspectacular results
of the present investigation must not be interpreted as indicating
that fertilization cannot play an important role in forest management. Long term evaluation of fertilization effects under various
conditions of site, size, and age class could lead to profitable
future use of fertilizers in forest management.
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SUMMARY
An exploratory experiment was designed to determine effects
of fertilization on young established loblolly pine plantations at
two different locations in Alabama. One location was a relatively
fertile Piedmont soil and the other a relatively infertile Coastal
Plain soil. The experimental design was a randomized complete
block with a 23 factorial arrangement of treatments. Nitrogen
was applied at the rate of 150 pounds of ammonium nitrate per
acre the first year and 300 pounds per acre per year the next 2
years. Phosphorous was applied the first year only at the rate
of 750 pounds of superphosphate (18-20% P2 0 5 ) per acre. Potassium was applied all 3 years at the rate of 125 pounds of
muriate of potash (60% K20) per acre per year.
The following significant effects resulted from the use of fertilizers:
(1) Nitrogen produced an increase in height growth at the
Coastal Plain site after 3 years of fertilization.
(2) Nitrogen produced an increase in diameter at both sites.
(3) Nitrogen increased foliage nitrogen concentration at both
locations.

(4) Nitrogen reduced foliage phosphorous concentration at
the Piedmont site.
(5) Nitrogen increased foliage potassium concentration at the
Coastal Plain site.
(6) Phosphorous increased foliage phosphorous concentration
at the Coastal Plain site.
(7) Potassium increased foliage potassium concentration at
both sites.
(8) A nitrogen-phosphorous interaction affected foliage nitrogen and phosphorous concentrations at the Piedmont site. Nitrogen alone increased nitrogen concentration, but nitrogen and
phosphorous together caused little change in nitrogen concentration. Phosphorous alone increased phosphorous concentration,
but nitrogen and phosphorous together did not increase foliar
phosphorous concentration.
(9) A nitrogen-phosphorous interaction at both sites affected
foliage potassium. Nitrogen or phosphorous applied alone increased potassium concentration but together they reduced potassium concentration.
(10) At the Coastal Plain site, phosphorous fertilization reduced soil potassium content.
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(11) Potassium fertilization increased soil nitrogen and potassium at the Coastal Plain site, but increased potassium only
at the Piedmont site.
(12) A phosphorus-potassium interaction affected soil potassium at the Coastal Plain site. Potassium without phosphorous
greatly increased soil potassium content, but only slightly increased it when phosphorous and potassium were added together.
(13) Soil potassium was affected by a nitrogen-phosphorous
interaction at the Piedmont site. Nitrogen or phosphorous applied alone increased soil potassium content; however, they suppressed it when used together.
Since fertilization increases diameter growth, it may be possible to partially substitute fertilization for thinning as a means
of bringing stands into merchantable diameter sizes. Fertilization would have the added advantage of not reducing the number of trees per acre at the time of treatment. Long term evaluation of forest fertilization effects under various conditions of
site, tree age, tree size, and stand density could lead to an increasedC future use of fertilizers in forest management.
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