Environmental Effects of Fertilizers

Agriculture has serious environmental impacts.
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Fertilizers enhance soil chemistry by introducing nutrients deficient in or lacking in soils. Fertilizers often contain a mixture of nitrogen, phosphorus and potassium in varying quantities, depending on the application. All of these chemicals occur naturally in the environment. Other ingredients may also be included. According to the USDA Economic Research Service, fertilizer use has steadily increased since 1960. While fertilizer application improves soil health and food quality, overuse has serious environmental impacts. 

Nitrites and Nitrates

When excess nitrites and nitrates enter aquatic ecosystems, a deadly increase in the ammonia cycle occurs resulting in excessive ammonia in the water, which can kill aquatic plants and organisms. 

Phosphorus

Excessive phosphorus in aquatic ecosystems causes algal blooms, which in turn create a cycle whereby dissolved oxygen is depleted, resulting in plant and fish kills. 

Livestock Populations

Rising food demand results in increases in livestock population and consequently livestock fodder through fertilizer use, causing a proliferation of harmful bacteria such as E. coli in water resources. 

Water Pollution

The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) identified agriculture, with its high use of pesticides and fertilizers, as the primary causes of water pollution. 

Balance

When fertilizers enter the environment, they disrupt the chemical balance of ecosystems, sometimes to the point where the ecosystem cannot recover. 

