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[Editorial note:�;OPZ�LKP[PVU�VM�[OL�-LY[PSPZLY�9L]PL^�PZ�H�SP[[SL�KPќLYLU[��5VYTHSS`�[OL�-LY[PSPZLY�9L]PL^�PUJS\KLZ�����
[VWPJHS�PZZ\LZ�HUK��SPRL�TVZ[�ZJPLUJL�^YP[PUN��PZ�WYLZLU[LK�PU�[OL�[OPYK�WLYZVU��;OPZ�PZZ\L�VM�[OL�-LY[PSPZLY�9L]PL^�
MVJ\ZZLZ�VU�VUS`�VUL�Z\IQLJ[�� [OL�MLY[PSPZLY�HKKP[P]L�HNYV[HPU��HUK�0�OH]L�� PU�WSHJLZ��YL]LY[LK�[V�[OL�ÄYZ[�WLYZVU��  
0�OH]L�KVUL�ZV�KLSPILYH[LS`�ILJH\ZL�VM�[OL�PTWVY[HUJL�VM�[OL�[VWPJ�HUK�[V�THRL�[OL�Z[VY`�TVYL�WLYZVUHS��0�OVWL�
[OH[�MHYTLYZ�^PSS�NL[�[OL�TLZZHNL�[OH[�H[�[PTLZ�P[�JHU�IL�KPѝJ\S[�[V�NL[�ZV\UK��ZJPLUJL�IHZLK�PUMVYTH[PVU�^OPJO�
[OL`�ULLK��PU[V�[OL�W\ISPJ�KVTHPU]��

Both fertiliser co-ops sell urea treated with the chemical Agrotain under the brand names SustaiN (Ballance) and 
NProtect (Ravensdown). Agrotain, you will recall from previous Fertiliser Reviews, is a urease inhibitor which slows down 
the conversion of urea to ammonium in the soil and thus reduces the potential for the volatilisation of ammonia - the 
JVU]LYZPVU�VM�ZVPS�HTTVUP\T�[V�[OL�NHZ�HTTVUPH��-PN\YL�����0U�[OLVY �̀�[OPZ�ZOV\SK�PUJYLHZL�[OL�LѝJPLUJ`�VM�\YLH�I`�
increasing plant yield per kg nitrogen (N) applied. 

;OPZ�PZ�HU�PTWVY[HU[�PZZ\L�HZ�[OL�^VYSK�Z[Y\NNSLZ�[V�ÄUK�^H`Z�VM�THRPUN�MLY[PSPZLYZ�NLULYHSS`�TVYL�LѝJPLU[��MVY�IV[O�
environmental and economic reasons. In other words, the stakes are high and the desire to be seen as a market-leader 
is strong. The inclination to introduce new products with overstated claims is tempting, as this case demonstrates.  
I have been warning about the claims made for these Agrotain-treated products since 2004 (Fertiliser Review 13 and 
15). 

AGROTAIN TREATED UREA
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Figure 1  Adding Agrotain to urea slows the conversion of urea to ammonium in the soil and hence 
the amount of N that can be volatilised as ammonia gas.
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Background
The fertiliser company, Summit-Quinphos Ltd, started 
the ball rolling in 2005 with claims that fertiliser urea was 
VUS`�HIV\[�����LѝJPLU[�HUK�[OH[�[OL�YLHZVU�MVY�[OPZ�^HZ�
the large volatilisation losses of nitrogen as ammonia 
from urea (see Figure 1). These advertising claims were 
widely broadcast in the farming press (see Fertiliser 
Review 15). Having set the scene to the farming 
audience, it was only small step to introduce a new 
product, SustaiN - urea treated with Agrotain - with the 
JSHPT�[OH[�P[�^HZ�T\JO�TVYL�LѝJPLU[�[OHU�Z[YHPNO[�\YLH��

B0[� PZ� PU[LYLZ[PUN� [V� UV[L� [OH[� H� ZPTPSHY� [LJOUPX\L�
^HZ� \ZLK� PU� [OL� � ��Z� [V� WYVTV[L� [OL� ZHSL� VM�
KPYLJ[� HWWSPJH[PVU� VM� 9LHJ[P]L� 7OVZWOH[L� 9VJR�
�979Z���-PYZ[��H�WYVISLT�^HZ�JYLH[LK��0U�[OPZ�JHZL�
P[�^HZ� JSHPTLK� [OH[� [OL�X\HSP[`� HUK�LќLJ[P]LULZZ�
VM� Z\WLYWOVZWOH[L�^HZ�WVVY�HUK��ILJH\ZL� [OL`�
JVU[HPULK� ZVS\ISL� 7�� P[� ^HZ� UV[� NVVK� MVY� [OL�
LU]PYVUTLU[�� >P[O� [OPZ� IHJRNYV\UK�� 979Z� ^LYL�
PU[YVK\JLK�PU[V�[OL�5L^�ALHSHUK�THYRL[�^P[O�[OL�
JSHPT�[OH[�[OL`�^LYL�HZ�LќLJ[P]L�HNYVUVTPJHSS`�HZ�
Z\WLY�� JOLHWLY� HZ� H� ZV\YJL�VM� WOVZWOVYV\Z� �7���
HUK��IL[[LY�MVY�[OL�LU]PYVUTLU[�D�

Up until this time very little attention had been given to 
the problem of N volatilisation of ammonia from urea. 
;OLYL�^HZ�H�YLHZVU�MVY�[OPZ��4HU`�ÄLSK�[YPHSZ�^LYL�
conducted in the 1970s comparing the agronomic 
LќLJ[P]LULZZ�VM�\YLH�^P[O�V[OLY�UP[YVNLU�MLY[PSPZLY�^OPJO��
ILJH\ZL�VM�[OLPY�KPќLYLU[�JOLTPZ[Y �̀�KPK�UV[�]VSH[PSPZL�
ammonium into the gas ammonia. It turned out that 
[OLYL�^HZ�]LY`�SP[[SL�KPќLYLUJL�HNYVUVTPJHSS`�IL[^LLU�
these two types of N fertiliser. In other words, scientists, 
while aware of the possibility of ammonium volatilisation, 
saw it as minor matter in the overall scheme of the N 
cycle – at worst it could amount to a loss of 0-5%, 
depending on the climatic conditions.

This view was reinforced by the results from ten recent 
ÄLSK�[YPHSZ����� ���JVUK\J[LK�PU�5L^�ALHSHUK��^OPJO�
JVTWHYLK�:\Z[HP5�^P[O�\YLH��HWWSPLK�H[�KPќLYLU[�YH[LZ�
VM�5�HUK�PU�KPќLYLU[�ZLHZVUZ��;OL�KPќLYLUJLZ�^LYL�
ZTHSS�HUK�UV[�Z[H[PZ[PJHSS`�ZPNUPÄJHU[��-LY[PSPZLY�9L]PL^�
22). This initial conclusion was reinforced as the results 
MYVT�M\Y[OLY�ÄLSK�[YPHSZ�ILJHTL�H]HPSHISL��)\[��KLZWP[L�
these results, the advertising claims being made for 

SustaiN continued unabated. For example, it was now 
claimed that “…on average 50% of the N applied from 
the ordinary urea you apply, is lost on application” (see 
Fertiliser Review 23). 

As time ticked on, further trial data was accumulated 
and by autumn 2015, Dr Robert McBride and myself, 
compiled a data-base consisting of the results from 105 
trials, comparing urea, with urea-treated with Agrotain. 
;OPZ�PUJS\KLK�[YPHS�YLZ\S[Z�MYVT�IV[O�5L^�ALHSHUK�HUK�
overseas. From this larger set of results, it was possible 
[V�X\HU[PM`�[OL�LќLJ[�VM�(NYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�\YLH��YLSH[P]L�
to urea, on plant growth yields. Our best estimate at 
[OPZ�Z[HNL�^HZ�[OH[�[OL�LќLJ[�^HZ�ZTHSS�HUK�^P[OPU�[OL�
THYNPU�VM�LYYVY�MVY�ÄLSK�[YPHS�^VYR���HIV\[�����������
(Fertiliser Review 34). 

At about this time Ballance AgriNutrients Ltd purchased 
Summit-Quinphos Ltd, but the bold advertising 
continued. The new owners claimed that “SustaiN 
reduces ammonium volatilisation by 50%” and that 
“SustaiN increases the amount of pasture you can grow 
per unit N applied”. Also, the other co-op, Ravensdown, 
not to be outdone, introduced their own Agrotain-
treated urea product under the brand name NProtect. 

All of the information above, at least all the summaries 
of the data presented in the various Fertiliser Reviews, 
was in the public domain. Despite this, there was no 
reaction from the fertiliser industry. I wondered why? A 
possible reason was that very little of this material was 
PU�[OL�WLLY�YL]PL^LK�ZJPLU[PÄJ�SP[LYH[\YL�HUK��PU�[OLZL�
circumstances, it is reasonable to place less weight on 
such results and conclusions. 

Grasslands Paper
For this reason, I decided to prepare a comprehensive 
WHWLY�MVY�W\ISPJH[PVU�PU�[OL�WLLY�YL]PL^LK�ZJPLU[PÄJ�
literature. Together with my colleague, Dr Robert 
McBride, we redoubled our steps and made a thorough 
search of the national and international literature. We 
MV\UK����Z[\KPLZ�PU�^OPJO�[OL�LќLJ[�VM�(NYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�
urea, relative to straight urea, on plant yields, were 
reported. Importantly, only results from replicated and 
YHUKVTPZLK�ÄLSK�[YPHSZ��^P[O�Z[H[PZ[PJHS�HUHS`ZPZ��HUK�
available in open access publications, were included. 
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Table 1.���,ќLJ[�VM�JYVW�[`WL�VU�[OL�THYNPUHS�YLZWVUZL�VM�(NYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�\YLH�YLSH[P]L�[V�\YLH�VU�WSHU[�KY`�TH[[LY��+4��

Crop type Number of 
observations

Mean DM yield 
response (%)

Range of DM yield 
response (%)

ͻͷΨ����ϐ�������
interval (%)

All crop types 348 3.1 ����[V���� 0.9
Arable crops 114 2.8 ����[V���� 1.8
Grasses 234 3.2 ����[V���� 1.0
Clover-based 
pastures

153 2.9 ����[V���� 1.1

Table 2.���,ќLJ[�VM�[OL�YH[L�VM�MLY[PSPZLY�UP[YVNLU��5��VU�[OL�THYNPUHS�YLZWVUZL�VM�(NYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�\YLH��YLSH[P]L�[V�\YLH��
on the plant dry matter (DM).

Rate of N  
fertiliser 

application  
(kg N/ha)

Number of 
measurements

Mean DM 
response (%)

Range  
(%)

ͻͷΨ����ϐ�������
interval (%)

0-50 104 1.4 ����[V���� 1.4
51-100 ��� ��� ����[V���� ���
101-200 53 4.9 ����[V���� ���
���� 34 7.5 ����[V���� 3.1

Many of these studies included multiple sites, over multiple years and crop types, and hence the results were 
Z\TTHYPZLK�VU�H�ZP[L�_�`LHY�_�JYVW�[`WL�IHZPZ��(�[V[HS�VM�����YLJVYKZ�^LYL�YLJVYKLK��0U�V[OLY�^VYKZ��[OL�THYNPUHS�LќLJ[�
of Agrotain-treated urea relative to urea alone on plant growth, was measured 348 times. The results were sumarised 
on the basis of crop-type (Table 1) and on the basis of the rate of urea applied (Table 2). 

These results, together with a relevant introduction and discussion, were published in the peer reviewed paper in the 
1V\YUHS�VM�5L^�ALHSHUK�.YHZZSHUKZ����!��� �������������\UKLY�[OL�[P[SL!�(U�HZZLZZTLU[�VM�[OL�HNYVUVTPJ�LќLJ[P]LULZZ�
VM�5ώ�UώI\[`S��[OPVWOVZWOVYPJ�[YPHTPKL��U);7;����[YLH[LK�\YLH�VU�KY`�TH[[LY�`PLSKZ�VM�JSV]LY�IHZLK�WHZ[\YLZ��NYHZZLZ�
HUK�HYHISL�JYVWZ��UV[PUN�[OH[�5ώ�UώI\[`S��[OPVWOVZWOVYPJ�[YPHTPKL��U);7��PZ�[OL�JOLTPJHS�UHTL�MVY�(NYV[HPU�

The results for the aggregated data, and for the subsets of data, based on crop-type, are similar and are normally 
KPZ[YPI\[LK�HYV\UK�H�TLHU�VM�HIV\[�����;OLYL�PZ�H�^PKL�YHUNL��MYVT������[V�������;OL�KH[H�PUKPJH[L�[OH[�[OL�LќLJ[�VM�
Agrotain does not depend on the type of crop tested. 

0U�JVTWHYPZVU��[OL�LќLJ[�VM�(NYV[HPU�^HZ�YLSH[LK�[V�[OL�YH[L�VM�5�HWWSPLK��;OL�THYNPUHS�YLZWVUZL�VM�(NYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�
urea, relative to urea, on plant dry matter (DM) increased with increasing rate of N application (Table 2). At rates of  
5�#����RN�5�OH�[OL�TLHU�YLZWVUZL�PZ������PUJYLHZPUN�[V������^OLU�[OL�5�HWWSPJH[PVU�PZ�%�����RN�5�OH��
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It is important to note that these results are derived 
using cumulative distribution functions. This is a 
Z[H[PZ[PJHS�TL[OVK�^OPJO�JHU�IL�HWWSPLK�[V�NYLH[�LќLJ[�
when there is a large population of trials, as has been 
KPZJ\ZZLK�LSZL^OLYL�PU�[OL�ZJPLU[PÄJ�SP[LYH[\YL���

These results are consistent with other results reported 
in the international literature in terms of the size of 
[OL�LќLJ[Z�VM�(NYV[HPU�HUK�HU�PU[LYLZ[PUN�MLH[\YL�PU�HSS�
[OLZL�Z[\KPLZ�PZ�[OH[�[OL�TLHZ\YLK�LќLJ[Z�VM�(NYV[HPU�
treatment are both “positive and negative.” It is unlikely 
[OH[�(NYV[HPU�^V\SK�OH]L�KL[YPTLU[HS�LќLJ[Z�VU�WSHU[�
NYV^[O�HUK�OLUJL�[OL�TLHZ\YLK�ULNH[P]L�LќLJ[Z�HYL�
attributed to the biological variability – the background 
UVPZL�¶�WYLZLU[�PU�HSS�ÄLSK�[YPHSZ��0M�[OPZ�PZ�HJJLW[LK��
then logically the range in the “positive” responses will 
HSZV�YLÅLJ[�[OPZ�]HYPHIPSP[ �̀�HUK�ZOV\SK�UV[�ULJLZZHYPS`�
IL�H[[YPI\[LK�[V�YLHS�[YLH[TLU[�LќLJ[Z��;OL�H]LYHNL�
YLZWVUZL�PU�[OL�J\YYLU[�KH[H�ZL[�PZ�HIV\[������;HISL�����
which indicates that the normal distribution is moved 
slightly to the right, suggesting that nBPTP has a small 
LќLJ[�VU�WSHU[�+4�NYV^[O��^OPJO�SPLZ�^P[OPU�[OL�SPTP[Z�
VM�LYYVY�PU�ÄLSK�[YPHS�^VYR��;OPZ�WOLUVTLUVU�PZ�ZLLU�PU�
V[OLY�SHYNL�ZL[Z�VM�KH[H�^OLYL�[OL�VIZLY]LK�LќLJ[Z�
of products are small in relation to the background 
variability. 

At a practical level, it is noted that most of the urea used 
PU�5L^�ALHSHUK�PZ�HWWSPLK�[V�JSV]LY�IHZLK�WHZ[\YLZ��
;̀ WPJHSS �̀�P[�PZ�HWWSPLK�H[�������RN�5�OH��������RN�\YLH�
ha) per application. The data in Table 2 indicate that 
(NYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�\YLH�OHZ�SP[[SL�LќLJ[�VU�WSHU[�+4�`PLSKZ�
H[�[OPZ�YH[L�VM�5�HWWSPJH[PVU��ILJH\ZL�[OL�JVUÄKLUJL�
interval of 1.4% includes the mean of 1.4%, and hence 
[OL�`PLSK�LќLJ[Z��H[�[OLZL�SV^�YH[LZ�VM�HWWSPLK�5��HYL�
UV[�Z[H[PZ[PJHSS`�ZPNUPÄJHU[��([�OPNO�YH[LZ�VM�5�HWWSPLK�
P[�HWWLHYZ�[OH[�Z\ѝJPLU[�5�PZ�JVUZLY]LK�YLZ\S[PUN�PU�
ZPNUPÄJHU[�PUJYLHZLZ�PU�WSHU[�`PLSK�HUK�OLUJL�(NYV[HPU�
treated urea may have a useful role in cropping 
situations, where higher rates of N are used. 

This suggests that at low rates of N application either a) 
the amount of N volatilized from urea applied to the soil 
is typically small or b) that any conserved N is not taken 
up by the plant or c) the conserved N is incorporated 
into the soil N pool and is not accessible to the plant. 
These later two suggestions are unlikely given that the 
yields from clover-based pastures, grasses and crops 

are always limited by N, and respond to applied fertiliser 
N up to very high rates of N.

Despite this, the fertiliser industry, through the “Fertiliser 
(ZZVJPH[PVU�VM�5L^�ALHSHUK¹��ZLLT�WYV\K�VM�[OLPY�
ongoing promotion of the use of Agrotain-treated urea. 
In a “Fact Sheet”, downloaded on the 30th August 
������[OL`�YLWVY[LK�[OH[�[OL�ZHSLZ�PUJYLHZLK�YHWPKS`�
PU�[OL�SHZ[�KLJHKL�HUK�I`������THKL�\W�HIV\[�����
of the sales of urea. This serves to illustrate that 
Agrotain-treated urea is a big deal. In the words of the 
(ZZVJPH[PVU!��

¸;OL�PUK\Z[Y`�OHZ�WYVTV[LK�[OL�\ZL�VM�LUOHUJLK�
MLY[PSPZLY�WYVK\J[Z�Z\JO�HZ�\YLH�JVH[LK�^P[O�\YLHZL�
PUOPIP[VY�ILJH\ZL�P[�YLK\JLZ�H[TVZWOLYPJ�LTPZZPVUZ�
HZZVJPH[LK�^P[O�UP[YVNLU� MLY[PSPZLY�WYVK\J[Z��4VYL�
PTWVY[HU[S �̀�I`�YL[HPUPUN�TVYL�UP[YVNLU�PU�[OL�ZVPS��
MHYTLYZ� HUK� NYV^LYZ� JHU� L_WLJ[� [V� YLK\JL� [OL�
HTV\U[�VM�UP[YVNLU� MLY[PSPZLY� [OL`�HWWS �̀�^OPSL�Z[PSS�
HJOPL]PUN� [OL� ZHTL� WYVK\J[PVU� ILULÄ[Z�� <UKLY�
H]LYHNL�JVUKP[PVUZ� P[�TPNO[�IL�HZZ\TLK� MHYTLYZ�
JHU�YLK\JL�[OLPY�HWWSPJH[PVU�I`�����\ZPUN�JVH[LK�
MLY[PSPZLYZ� HUK� HJOPL]L� [OL� ZHTL� YLZ\S[� HZ� HU�
\UJVH[LK�WYVK\J[�¹

Industry Response.
The Grasslands paper was presented at their annual 
conference held at Rotorua in late 2023. Technical 
representatives from both of the fertiliser co-ops where 
present. There was no reaction to the paper and hence 
in August 2024 I sent an email to their technical reps, 
reminding them of the paper and asking what they - 
the co-ops - were doing about it? I received no reply. 
I repeated my request in January 2025 adding that if 
they were doing nothing, I would publish a summary 
of the paper in the Fertiliser Review. Once again, I 
received no immediate response but in April 2025, I got 
the terse message; “that you will get no response from 
Ravensdown”! 

It occurred to me, given the serious nature of the issue, 
that perhaps the senior management of the co-ops 
were not being adequately briefed on this matter. I 
KLJPKLK�PU�1HU\HY`������[V�JVU[HJ[�[OL�YLZWLJ[P]L�
*,6Z�KPYLJ[S`!�
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Dear Sir,

An assessment of the agronomic effectiveness of N‐(n‐butyl) thiophosphoric triamide (nBTPT) - treated 
urea on dry matter yields of clover-based pastures, grasses and arable crops. 

As you are aware both co-operatives market urea-treated with agrotain (nBTPT) under the trade names SustaiN 
(Ballance AgriNutrients) and N Protect (Ravensdown). Attached is a paper by Edmeades and McBride, examining the 
HNYVUVTPJ�LќLJ[P]LULZZ�VM�HNYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�\YLH�VU�����[YPHSZ�PUJS\KPUN�JSV]LY�IHZLK�WHZ[\YL��NYHZZLZ�HUK�JYVWZ��
These results are summarised from the national and international literature. This paper was published in the Journal of 
5L^�ALHSHUK�.YHZZSHUKZ���!��� �������������

Importantly the results are normally distributed and the average response, including all crops, was about 3% with a 
YHUNL������[V�������HUK�H�JVUÄKLUJL�PU[LY]HS��� ���;OL�ZPaL�VM�[OL�YLZWVUZLZ�[V�HNYV[HPU�HYL�YLSH[LK�[V�[OL�YH[L�VM�5�
HWWSPJH[PVU��([�YH[LZ�VM�#����RN�5�OH�[OL�YLZWVUZL�^HZ�HIV\[��������^P[OPU�[OL�JVUÄKLUJL�PU[LY]HS�VM�����������>OLU�
HWWSPLK�H[�OPNO�YH[LZ��%����RN�5��[OL�H]LYHNL�^HZ������^P[O�H�JVUÄKLUJL�PU[LY]HS�VM�����������

It is important to note that these results are derived using cumulative distribution functions. This is a statistical method 
^OPJO�JHU�IL�HWWSPLK�[V�NYLH[�LќLJ[�^OLU�[OLYL�PZ�H�SHYNL�WVW\SH[PVU�VM�[YPHSZ��HZ�OHZ�ILLU�KPZJ\ZZLK�LSZL^OLYL�PU�[OL�
science literature.  

These results indicate that yield responses are typically small. In particular it is noted that most of the urea used in New 
ALHSHUK�PZ�HWWSPLK�[V�JSV]LY�IHZLK�WHZ[\YLZ��;̀ WPJHSS �̀�P[�PZ�HWWSPLK�H[�������RN�5�OH�WLY�HWWSPJH[PVU�PU�[OL�ZWYPUN�HUK�
H\[\TU��;OL�KH[H�PUKPJH[L�[OH[�HNYV[HPU�OHZ�SP[[SL�LќLJ[�VU�WSHU[�+4�`PLSKZ�H[�[OLZL�YH[LZ�VM�5�HWWSPJH[PVU��ILJH\ZL�
[OL�JVUÄKLUJL�PU[LY]HS�VM������PUJS\KLZ�[OL�TLHU�VM�������HUK�OLUJL�[OL�`PLSK�LќLJ[�VM�HNYV[HPU�PZ�UV[�Z[H[PZ[PJHSS`�
ZPNUPÄJHU[��0[�HSZV�MVSSV^Z�[OH[��H[�[OLZL�SV^�YH[LZ��HNYV[HPU�[YLH[LK�\YLH�OHZ�SP[[SL�LќLJ[�VU�HTTVUP\T�]VSH[PSPZH[PVU�HUK�
OLUJL�HU`�WV[LU[PHS�LќLJ[�VU�[OL�NYLLUOV\ZL�NHZ�5�����

The fertiliser co-op’s have been strongly promoting the use of agrotain-treated urea as reported in the Fertiliser 
(ZZVJPH[PVU�VM�5L^�ALHSHUK��-HJ[�:OLL[��5P[YVNLU�-LY[PSPZLY�]Pa!

“The industry has promoted the use of enhanced fertiliser products such as urea coated with urease inhibitor 
because it reduces atmospheric emissions associated with nitrogen fertiliser products. More importantly, by 
retaining more nitrogen in the soil, farmers and growers can expect to reduce the amount of nitrogen fertiliser 
[OL`�HWWS �̀�^OPSL�Z[PSS�HJOPL]PUN�[OL�ZHTL�WYVK\J[PVU�ILULÄ[Z��<UKLY�H]LYHNL�JVUKP[PVUZ�P[�TPNO[�IL�HZZ\TLK�
farmers can reduce their application by 10% using coated fertilisers and achieve the same result as an uncoated 
product.”

These claims being made by the industry are inconsistent with the conclusions that can be derived from the research 
summarised above by Edmeades and McBride. It is suggested that some of the claims currently being made by the 
fertiliser industry will need to be reassessed based on these recent results.

Yours sincerely 
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0�YLJLP]LK�UV�YLWS`�[V�T`�SL[[LY�KH[LK�1HU\HY`������HUK�OLUJL��PU�4HYJO�������0�YLTPUKLK�[OL�*,6Z�VM�T`�1HU\HY`�
letter. I received no reply from Ravensdown but the Ballance CEO replied, “I understand there has been considerable 
past dialogue on this subject and our technical team is well aware of the respective views.” This of course is nonsense 
HZ�[OL�HIV]L�SP[HU`�KLTVUZ[YH[LZ��0U�1\S`������0�YLJLP]LK�HU�LTHPS�MYVT�[OL�9H]LUZKV^U�*,6�KPYLJ[PUN�TL�[V�[OL�
-LY[PSPZLY�(ZZVJPH[PVU�VM�5L^�ALHSHUK�

The Press.
I was making no progress in terms of getting the “Agrotain story” in front of farmers. I decided to contact Mr Richard 
Rennie, a respected agricultural journalist, and outlined the situation. He contacted the two fertiliser CEOs, and the 
*,6�VM�[OL�5L^�ALHSHUK�-LY[PSPZLY�(ZZVJPH[PVU�MVY�JVTTLU[��/L�W\ISPZOLK�OPZ�YLWVY[�PU�1\S`�������PU�[OL�-HYTLYZ�
Weekly, under the heading “Fertiliser companies called out on inhibitor claim”. Finally, the story was at least in the public 
domain. 

Some of the comments from the fertiliser industry are interesting. They continued to assert that Agrotain-treated urea 
PUJYLHZLZ�WHZ[\YL�WYVK\J[PVU�I`������YLSH[P]L�[V�\YLH�HSVUL��HUK�[OH[�[OL�H]LYHNL�]VSH[PSPZH[PVU�PU�5L^�ALHSHUK�PZ�����
and that the inhibitors like Agrotain reduce this by 50%. Further they stated that “there is no way of predicting if there 
will be a high or low volatilisation rate when a fertiliser recommendation is made, therefore urease inhibitors should be 
viewed as a risk management tool” and “Agrotain is sold and promoted as a tool to mitigate potential N losses through 
volatilisation”.  

;OLZL�JSHPTZ��0�HZZLY[��HYL�PUJVUZPZ[LU[�^P[O�[OL�ZJPLU[PÄJ�L]PKLUJL�HZ�KPZJ\ZZLK�HIV]L�LHYSPLY��

My Reflections
There was a time, I’m going back to the years leading up to the 1980s, when the fertiliser co-ops were very science-
focused. There was a close, healthy and interactive relationship been the technical reps of the co-ops and the soil 
ZJPLU[PZ[Z�HUK�HNYVUVTPZ[Z!�>L�ULLKLK�[OLT�[V�[LSS�\Z�^OH[�[LJOUPJHS�WYVISLTZ�[OL`�^LYL�Z[Y\NNSPUN�^P[O�HUK�[OL`�
needed us to develop and explain the science. 

Two major reforms took to place over the next two decades which have greatly altered these dynamics. First, the 
fertiliser industry underwent major reforms and was required by the powers that be to adopt a competitive model. They 
focussed on competing for market share and their focus was no longer on the farmer shareholder, as it was under the 
cooperative model. Over the same period of time agricultural research was transitioned from the old Public Service 
model to a corporate model. Scientists focussed on competing for research funding. 

Taken together, these fundamental changes have meant that agriculture research, farmers and the fertiliser industry 
were no longer on the same “page”. The consequence was that products like Agrotain-treated urea, and indeed 
9LHJ[P]L�7OVZWOH[L�9VJRZ�ILMVYL�P[��^LYL�PU[YVK\JLK�PU[V�[OL�THYRL[�^P[OV\[�WYVWLY�ZJPLU[PÄJ�ZJY\[PU �̀�;OL�ZVSL�SVZLY�PU�
this game was the unsuspecting farmer, who had little option but to buy products which failed the science test. 

([�[OL�WLYZVUHS�SL]LS�0�HT�HWWHSSLK�^P[O�OV^�[OL�[^V�MLY[PSPZLY�JV�VWZ�OH]L�OHUKSLK�[OPZ�PZZ\L��>HYUPUN�ZPNUZ�^LYL�ÄYZ[�
raised in the Fertiliser Review as far back as 2004 and reinforced with further articles in the Fertiliser Review 22 (2009) 
and Fertiliser Review 34 (2015). The publication of the Grasslands paper (2023), plus the follow-up emails in 2024 and 
������ZOV\SK�OH]L�QVS[LK�ZVTL�HJ[PVU��<UMVY[\UH[LS �̀�T`�SL[[LY�[V�[OL�[^V�MLY[PSPZLY�JV�VWZ�PU������OHK�UV�PTWHJ[��0[�^HZ�
MVY�[OLZL�YLHZVUZ�0�MLS[�Q\Z[PÄLK�PU�NVPUN�V]LY�[OL�[VW�VM�[OL�MLY[PSPZLY�PUK\Z[Y`�HUK�KPYLJ[S`�[V�[OL�MHYTLY�^P[O�[OPZ�(NYV[HPU�
issue. 


