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HOW FERTILIZER DEALERS USE RESEARCH INFORMATIOF! 
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There i s  n o t  a  g r e a t  deal  o f  resource i n f o r m a t i o n  t o  draw f rom i n  
re fe rence  t o  t h e  t i t l e  so most o f  my comments are based on observat ions 
made and personal op in ions  formed d u r i n g  some 26 years  o f  exper ience 
i n  t he  f e r t i l i z e r  indus t ry ,  cover ing  a m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  
a g r i c u l t u r a l  s t a tes .  F e r t i l i z e r  dealers  as a  whole tend t o  t r a n s l a t e  
research i n f o rma t i on  i n t o  do1 1 ars.  

They use i t  as a business t o o l .  It prov ides  suppor t  t o  t h e  sa le  o f  
e x i s t i n g  products and serv ices and i d e n t i f i e s  new business oppo r t un i t i e s .  
Negat ive da ta  i s  u s u a l l y  s t ud ied  t o  determine i f  i t  represents  a  t h r e a t  
t o  t h e  e x i s t i n g  business. 

For  many years, f e r t i l i z e r  dea le rs  have f unc t i oned  as a  major source 
o f  i n f o rma t i on  f o r  farmers and prov ided t h e  p roduc ts  and serv ices t h a t  
t h e y  r e q u i r e  f o r  c rop  product ion.  The d e a l e r  has assumed t h e  r o l e  o f  
combining technology w i t h  products and p r o v i d i n g  t h e  necessary serv ices 
t o  p lace  them i n t o  farmers hands. Extens ion has been a channel f o r  
i n f o rma t i on  f rom u n i v e r s i t y  research t o  bo th  farmers and dea le rs  and 
dealers  have been t h e  main channel f o r  t h e  f l o w  o f  i n d u s t r y  research 
i n f o rma t i on  t o  t h e  farmer. When t h e r e  i s  disagreement between t h e  
two sources o f  research i n f o rma t i on ,  farmers o f t e n  r e l y  on the  dealer  
f o r  h e l p  i n  s e l e c t i n g  a  management program t h a t  bes t  f i t s  t h e i r  
p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n .  

Dealers come i n  a l l  -s izes f r om  a business s tandpo in t .  Some operate 
f r om  a s i n g l e  l o c a t i o n  and o thers  have m u l t i p l e  o u t l e t s .  Most s e l l  
chemicals i n  a d d i t i o n  t o  f e r t i l i z e r s  and i t  i s  n o t  uncommon t o  see 
seed, feed and g r a i n  hand l ing  f a c i l i t i e s  inc luded  i n  t h e  business. 
When f a c i l i t y  assets are added t o  product  i n v e n t o r y  and a p p l i c a t i o n  
equipment, the  average f e r t i  1  i z e r  dea le rsh i  p  i n v o l v e s  a  g rea t  deal 
o f  c a p i t a l .  I n  most cases, a  dea le r sh ip  has c l o s e  t i e s  t o  t he  
comnunity i t  serves. 

Al though we t h i n k  o f  t h e  dea le r  as a  l o c a l ,  smal l  town business 
person, many reach f a r  beyond t h e  l o c a l  community. Some are  a c t i v e  
i n  p o l i t i c s ,  w i t h  d i r e c t  contacts  t o  S ta te  and Federa l  l e g i s l a t o r s .  
Many are a c t i v e  members o f  s t a t e  and n a t i o n a l  f e r t i l i z e r  assoc ia t ions 
where they  serve as o f f i c e r s ,  board and comni t tee members. They o f t e n  
serve on adv isory  boards f o r  bas i c  f e r t i l i z e r  manufacturers and 
f e r t i l i z e r  research foundat ions.  I n  sumnary, as a group, they  have 
a major i n f l u e n c e  on a l o t  o f  d o l l a r s  and how those  d o l l a r s  are 
a1 1 ocated. 

Making a p r o f i t  i s  c r i t i c a l  t o  t h e  success o f  a  dea le r sh ip  and t h e  
average dealer  i s  ve ry  s e n s i t i v e  t o  any f a c t o r s  t h a t  impact on p r o f i t s .  



Because o f  t h e  tendency t o  t r a n s l a t e  research i n fo rma t i on  i n t o  do l l a r s ,  
dea le rs  are qu ick t o  chal lenge research t h a t  might  have a  nega t i ve  
impact  on t h e i r  business. I n  t h e  past,  some o f  those chal lenges have 
1 ed  t o  s t r a i n e d  re1  a t i onsh i  ps between t h e  u n i v e r s i t y  and t h e  f e r t i  1  i z e r  
i n d u s t r y  and o f t e n  t h e r e  was l i t t l e  e f f o r t  made by e i t h e r  group t o  
r e s o l v e  d i f f e rences .  A f t e r  a l l ,  u n i v e r s i t y  d i d  n o t  answer t o  i n d u s t r y  
and i n d u s t r y  had i t s  own research c a p a b i l i t y ,  so each went i t s  separate 
way o r  s o  i t  appeared on t h e  sur face.  I n  r e a l i t y ,  t he  two a re  t o t a l l y  
i n t e r t w i n e d .  They are p a r t  o f  a  system. Ne i ther  can f u n c t i o n  
s u c c e s s f u l l y  f o r  any l eng th  o f  t ime  w i t h o u t  t h e  other .  I n d u s t r y  
generates the  d o l l a r s  t h a t  u n i v e r s i t y  must have and prov ides a  source 
o f  employment f o r  t he  u n i v e r s i t y  graduate. U n i v e r s i t y  generates new 
technology,  t e s t s  i n d u s t r y  products  and prov ides t h e  academic t r a i n i n g  
f o r  i n d u s t r y  employees. 

And now, we have reached a  p o i n t  when bo th  must work t oge the r  ou t  o f  
economic necess i ty .  I n d u s t r y  has g r a d u a l l y  e l i m i n a t e d  much o f  i t s  
i n t e r n a l  f e r t i  1  i ty  research capabi 1  i ty  and become very  dependent on 
u n i v e r s i t y  research. The f e r t i l i z e r  i n d u s t r y  i s  f i g h t i n g  a  b a t t l e  
f o r  s u r v i v a l ,  a  b a t t l e  t h a t  no t  a l l  w i l l  win i n d i v i d u a l l y  b u t  t h e  
i n d u s t r y  as a  whole w i l l  su r v i ve  i n  some form. It recognizes the  
impor tance o f  a  f i n a n c i a l l y  s t r ong  farmer  t o  i t s  f u t u r e  and t h e  r o l e  
t h a t  u n i v e r s i t y  can p l a y  i n  keeping a g r i c u l t u r e  i n  a  compet i t i ve  
p o s i t i o n  i n  t he  wor ld  market. 

I t  would appear t h a t  u n i v e r s i t y  i s  now . i n  tne  d r i v e r ' s  seat.  And, 
i t  would be 'except  f o r  one t h i ng .  U n i v e r s i t y  i s  i n  a  f i n a n c i a l  b ind.  
It needs d o l l a r s  badly  and those d o l l a r s  are no t  l i k e l y  t o  be made 
ava i  1  ab le  i n  s u f f i c i e n t  q u a n t i t y  f rom Federal  and S ta te  budgets. 
Th is  leaves one a l t e r n a t i v e ,  i ndus t r y .  I n d u s t r y  must be c a l l e d  on 
f o r  research d o l l a r s  a t  a  t ime when i t  i s  count ing each o f  i t s  
do1 1  a rs  very  c a r e f u l  ly .  

I n d u s t r y  does no t  spend do l l a r s ;  i t  i n v e s t s  them. I n d u s t r y  w i l l  
i n v e s t  d o l l a r s  i n  research i f  i t  i s  convinced t h a t  t he re  i s  a  good 
p r o b a b i l i t y  o f  g e t t i n g  a  f a i r  r e t u r n  on t h e  investment.  And, 
u n i v e r s i t y  should r e a l i z e  t h a t  the  f e r t i l i z e r  dea le r  holds t he  key 
t o  t h e  v a u l t .  He w i l l  have a  s t r ong  i n f l u e n c e  on how many d o l l a r s  
i n d u s t r y  i nves t s  i n  research and what research i s  funded. 

Some shudder a t  t he  thought o f  i n d u s t r y  c o n t r o l l i n g  f e r t i l i z e r  research 
d o l l a r s  bu t  t he re  i s  n o t  much t o  f e a r  i n  our f r e e . e n t e r p r i s e  system. 
It w i l l  be t he  farmer who u l t i m a t e l y  decides what technology i s  p u t  
i n t o  c o m e r c i a l  p rac t i ce ,  what products  and serv ices  are purchased 
and what p r i c e  w i l l  be pa id .  The farmer  i s  t he  judge and he w i l l  
p res ide  over  t he  system as long  as he has the  cho i ce .o f  do ing business 
w i t h  two o r  more dealers.  The dea le r  knows t h e  importance o f  s a t i s f i e d  
customers. Without customers, t h e r e  i s  no business. 



How do you e s t a b l i s h  a  good work ing r e l a t i o n s h i p  between u n i v e r s i t y  
researcher  and f e r t i l i z e r  dea le rs  i n  a  g i ven  s t a t e ?  The f i r s t  s tep 
i s  t o  get acquainted. A  u n i v e r s i t y  should  know t h e  l e a d i n g  dealers  
i n  i t s  s ta te .  They a re  n o t  ha rd  t o  i d e n t i f y .  Look f o r  t h e  ones 
t h a t  are a c t i v e  i n  t h e  s t a t e  and n a t i o n a l  assoc ia t ions ,  those t h a t  
a t tend  t he  s t a t e  conferences and p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  u n i v e r s i t y  sponsored 
educat ion meetings. Ask a  major  bas ic  producer f o r  t h e  names o f  t h e  
company+s t o p  f i v e  dea le rs  i n  t h e  s ta te .  Those names are va luable .  
They are successfu l  businessmen, leaders  i n  t h e  s t a t e  and they  can 
have i n f l uence  on t h e  bas i c  p roducer ' s  d o l l a r s  t h a t  can be invested 
i n  research. 

Form an adv isory  c o u n c i l  o f  l ead ing  dea le rs  and t h e  p r i n c i p a l  u n i v e r s i t y  
s t a f f  members t h a t  conduct f e r t i l  i t y  research  and recommend f e r t i  li t y  
management p rac t i ces .  Meet occasional  l y  t o  share i nformat ion and get  
on a  f i r s t -name bas i s  w i t h  one another. Use t h e  adv iso ry  counc i l  t o  
i d e n t i f y  what research i s  needed and why. Once es tab l i shed ,  an 
adv iso ry  counc i l  can accomplish a  l o t  through correspondence and 
t h e  telephone. I t  i s  amazing how q u i c k l y  b i g  d i f f e r e n c e s  can be 
reduced t o  smal l  ones when t h e  p r i n c i p a l s  i n v o l v e d  d iscuss t he  i ssue  
over a  cup o f  co f f ee .  There may always be some d i f f e r e n c e s  because 
dea le r  and s c i e n t i s t  do n o t  eva luate research da ta  i n  t h e  same way 
o r  f o r  t he  same purpose. 

One o f  t he  mcst impo r tan t  t h i n g s  f o r  bo th  u n i v e r s i t y  and i n d u s t r y  t o  
remember, t h i n k  be fo re  you speak. I f  i n  doub t , - don ' t  say it. The 
news media loves t o  promote a  verba l  war. Ag Press u s u a l l y  t r y s  t o  
present  bo th  s ides o f  an i s sue  f a i r l y  b u t  news media sometimes repo r t s  
news and sometines makes news. More re1  a t i  onshi  ps between uni  ve r s i  t y  
and i n d u s t r y  have been s t r a i n e d  by an un t ime l y  newspaper head l ine  than 
any o the r  f a c t o r .  

It would be n i c e  t o  t h i n k  t h a t  agronomics r u l e  t h e  f e r t i l i z e r  i n d u s t r y  
b u t  sometimes t he re  a re  f a c t o r s  a t  work i n  t h e  market p lace t h a t  over-  
r i d e  agronomics. A  dea le r  w i l l  no t  be ve ry  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  research 
r e p o r t s  on a m n i u m  n i t r a t e  when h i s  warehouse i s  f u l l  o f  urea, f o r  
example. Economics may have i n f l uenced  t h a t  s i t u a t i o n ,  n o t  agronomics. 
Insurance li abi 1  i t y  and o the r  f a c t o r s  can d i c t a t e  what products 
i n d u s t r y  has i n  t he  supply  system. There may be a  sound economic, 
s a f e t y  o r  environmental  reason why c e r t a i n  products  a re  avai 1  able 
and o thers  are no t .  Research must keep c u r r e n t  w i t h  t he  f a c t o r s  
t h a t  i n f l u e n c e  i n d u s t r y  market ing dec is ions.  One. way t o  do t h a t  i s  
t o  ma in ta in  a  good cornrnuni c a t i o n  1  i n k  between u n i v e r s i t y  and i ndus t r y .  

We must accept t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t he  U. S. c rop  producer i s  r e s t r u c t u r i n g .  
The 1986 August-September i s sue  o f  Crops and S o i l s  Magazine presented 
i n f o rma t i on  f rom a  r e p o r t  by t he  O f f i c e  o f  Technology Assessment t h a t  



p r o j e c t s  a  40 percent r educ t i on  i n  t h e  number o f  U. S. farms between 
now and t h e  year  2000, a  p e r i o d  o f  j u s t  14 years.  The r e p o r t  est imates 
t h a t  i n  14 years, 95 percent  o f  t o t a l  fa rm ou tpu t  wi  11 be produced by 
250,000 farms w i t h  j u s t  50,000 farms account ing f o r  t h ree - fou r t hs  o f  
t o t a l  fa rm product ion.  If t h i s  r e p o r t  i s  reasonably accurate, we can 
assume t h a t  those 250,000 farms t h a t  produce 95 percen t  o f  t he  output  
w i l l  consume 95 percent o f  t h e  technology, products  and serv ices.  
ObviouSly, the  u n i v e r s i t y  research and extens ion system and t h e  
i n d u s t r y  system o f  product  supply  and serv ices w i  11 undergo a major 
r e s t r u c t u r i n g  as they reshape t o  serve farms o f  t he  nex t  decade and 
i n t o  t h e  21st  century.  

Each faces a number o f  dec is ions  t h a t  must be made i n d i v i d u a l l y  bu t  
some should i nvo l ve  j o i n t  d iscuss ion  and planning. Dealers need t h e  
research and educat ional  i n p u t  f rom u n i v e r s i t y .  U n i v e r s i t y  needs 
t h e  f i n a n c i a l  support o f  i n d u s t r y  and dealers are a d i r e c t  l i n k  t o  
i n d u s t r y  funds. U n i v e r s i t y  should a l s o  recognize t he  r o l e  t h a t  
dea le r s  p l ay  as an i n fo rma t i on  source f o r  farmers as w e l l  as a supp l i e r  
of products  and serv ices.  

How success fu l l y  each faces t he  f u t u r e  may depend on how c l o s e l y  they 
can work toge ther  du r i ng  t he  r e s t r u c t u r i n g  per iod .  I n  some s ta tes ,  
t h e r e  i s  already a good work ing r e l a t i o n s h i p  between i n d u s t r y  and 
u n i v e r s i t y  leaders and progress i s  be ing made. I n  o thers ,  t he re  i s  
need f o r  sow fence mending. 

It i s  an i n t e r e s t i n g  and chall 'enging t ime  b u t  one w i t h  a  l o t  o f  
. promise f o r  the  f u t u r e .  Change creates oppo r tun i t y  f o r  those who 

are sharp enough t o  i d e n t i f y  i t .  I p r e d i c t  t h a t  we w i l l  h i t  t h e  
y e a r  2000 w i t h  a  so l i d ,  economica l ly  s t rong  a g r i c u l t u r e .  And, 
u n i v e r s i t y  and i ndus t r y  w i l l  have had a major r o l e  i n  making i t  
happen. How each w i l l  be s t r uc tu red ,  I can on l y  guess b u t  I am 
c o n f i d e n t  t h a t  the  s t r u c t u r e  w i l l  be shaped t o  adequately serve t h e  
so c a l l e d  super farmers as w e l l  as those t h a t  operate on a sma l le r  
sca le .  
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