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Six Misconceptions  

that Can Jeopardize  
Nutrient Management
Before I explain a few specific misconceptions impacting nutrient 
management, I want to start off by focusing on the big picture. As 
with many greenhouse practices, nutrient management is not just 
about choosing the right fertilizer: it’s about reviewing all the practi-
ces that may directly or indirectly affect nutrient management.

A thorough understanding of irrigation practices, fertilization pro-
grams and root medium selection is a prerequisite for designing a 
successful nutrient management program. Overwatering, underwa-
tering and excessive leaching will affect both the reserves of 
elements in the media and the ability of the roots to take up nutrients. 
The selection of media and its ability to hold on to nutrients  
between irrigations will affect the day-to-day availability of 
nutrients. Before switching to a new growing media, it is 
thus critical to compare its physical and chemical pro-
perties to those of the previous mix. Water quality 
is another parameter that cannot be overlooked 
when assessing a nutrient management program. 
If your water source is a well or a pond, testing 
water quality several times a year is warranted, 
so you can adjust for changing conditions 
caused by seasonal runoff. By focusing on the 
whole picture, it becomes easier to understand 
that as crops, growing systems and manage-
ment practices change, one must be ready 
to change fertilizer practices as well. Keeping 
this in mind, let’s now move on to some specific 
misconceptions that need clarification.

Your Expert 
Brian Cantin graduated from the University of Guelph with a 
Honors Science Degree in Environmental Horticulture. He majored 
in Plant Physiology, with a minor in Plant Protection (plant pathology 
and plant entomology).

Subsequently, Mr. Cantin took on a greenhouse research position 
with the Brooks Horticultural Research centre in Brooks, Alberta. 
During his tenure, he continued post-graduate studies, majoring in 
soil sciences and substrates, at the University of Alberta and Texas 
A&M University. 

After his studies, Mr. Cantin took a position with the R&D division of 
the Alberta Gas Trunk line. He collaborated with other associates to 
design and develop waste heat greenhouses that could harness the 
energy from pumping stations. Once greenhouses in Princess and 
Joffre Alberta were built, he continued to manage two waste heat 
projects.

Mr. Cantin was then hired by Yoder as Head Grower and Manager of 
Technical Support. While at Yoder, he conducted applied research, 
which eventually turned into a consulting business, Applied 
Techniques.

Today, Mr. Cantin is a grower advisor at Berger, transforming his vast 
background in horticulture into inestimable value for the company’s 
customers. He helps customers to resolve their cultivation challenges 
and improve their growing practices. Mr. Cantin also ensures that all 
client trials are conducted with the highest of Berger’s standards.

https://www.berger.ca/en/
https://www.berger.ca/en/
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Misconceptions NO
 1  

Water pH Affects Media 
pH in Peat-Based Media 

In reality, the main factors that affect media pH are water alkalinity, 
lime added to the media, acidity or basicity of fertilizers, and the 
response of the roots to uptake of hydrogen and hydroxyl ions. 
Alkalinity is a measure of the capacity of the water to resist changes 
in pH, whereas the pH of the water is simply a measure of the acidity 
or basicity of the irrigation water. It is thus the alkalinity – not the pH – 
of the water that exerts the greatest effect on growing medium fertility 
and plant nutrition.

Misconceptions NO
 2  

All Forms of Nitrogen  
Are the Same 

Plants actually absorb nitrogen in two forms. One form is ammonia-
cal-N, which can be either ammonium (NH4+) or urea (CO(NH2)². 
The other form is nitrate-N (NO3ˉ). The form of nitrogen used as 
fertilizer can contribute to an upward or downward drift in the pH of 
the media over time.

«

«

››

››

pH of the water is simply a 
measure of the acidity or basicity 
of the irrigation water.

Amount of stretch is  
highly correlated with  
the amount of 
phosphorus supplied 
to the plants.

ACIDIC ALKALINE

Misconceptions NO
 3  

Ammoniacal Nitrogen  
Causes Stretch

Research has shown that ammoniacal-N does not cause plant 
stretch. Repeated test results indicate that the amount of stretch 
is highly correlated with the amount of phosphorus supplied to the 
plants, not the form of nitrogen. Fertilizers high in nitrate-N typically 
contain little or no phosphorus, which led many to the false assump-
tion that supplying nitrogen as nitrate resulted in compact plants. 
On the other hand, fertilizers high in ammoniacal-N typically contain 
high levels of phosphate, leading to the equally false assumption 
that NH4+ causes stretch. In reality, low phosphate levels result in 
compact plants and high phosphate levels can contribute to stretch. 
It is important to reduce phosphorus without totally restricting it, as it 
is essential for cell division and new tissue development as well as for 
key plant functions such as photosynthesis. Soilless substrates have 
a very limited holding capacity for phosphorus. Aim for between 5 to 
10 ppm of phosphorus in a saturated media extract to ensure suffi-
cient levels of phosphorus in your finished container plantings. Plug 
growers who germinate seed will often request germination mixes 
with no phosphorus so as to keep the seedlings compact.

 «Low phosphate levels 
result in compact 
plants and high 
phosphate levels
can contribute to 
stretch.
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Misconceptions NO
 6  

The Mobility of Calcium 
Is Similar to That of  
Other Elements 

Unlike other elements, calcium is not easily transported to the young 
growing points of plants or to developing fruits. Bract edge burn on 
poinsettia and blossom end rot in tomatoes are two good examples 
of lack of calcium. Calcium’s mobility through the plant increases as 
the movement of water through the plant is increased via transpira-
tion, that is, by water loss through the leaves drawing water upward 
through the plant. Cool, overcast conditions as well as high humi-
dity can reduce the rate of transpiration and thus jeopardize calcium 
uptake. In addition, calcium uptake can by antagonized by other  
elements such as potassium, sodium and magnesium. 

Misconceptions NO
 4  

Phosphorus Doesn't 
Leach From Soilless 
Mixes

This is a misconception based on the fact that phosphorus does not 
readily leach from mineral soils. Field soils contain significant amou-
nts of clay, which will bind the phosphorus. Soilless media based on 
peat and bark are organic and thus lack the ability to retain sufficient 
amount of phosphorus. 

Misconceptions NO
 5  

Iron Deficiency Is Due  
Exclusively to High pH 

The lack of solubility of iron in media with high pH levels is not the 
only cause of chlorosis of the upper leaves. Several other conditions 
can produce false symptoms of iron deficiency. Antagonism by other 
nutrients – such as high concentrations of phosphorus or manganese 
– can tie up phosphorus and contribute to upper leaf chlorosis. Wet 
conditions in poorly drained media can create an oxygen deficiency 
leading to induced chlorosis with symptoms that mimic iron defi-
ciency. Last but not least, the symptoms caused by root loss 
due to high salts and or disease can also be misleading. 

«High pH levels is not the only 
cause of chlorosis of the upper 
leaves.

« ››
Cool, overcast conditions as well as 
high humidity can reduce the rate of 
transpiration.



To get more information on solutions 
tailored to your day-to-day challenges, 

contact your Berger specialist today!

Clearly, effective nutrient management involves more  
than just fertilizers! It requires an understanding of the  
interactions between the media, soil solution and green-
house environment and their combined effects on  
nutrient uptake and availability.

Brian Cantin, Senior Grower Advisor

https://www.berger.ca/en/sales-team/
https://www.berger.ca/en/
https://www.facebook.com/berger.ca/
https://twitter.com/berger_ca/
https://vimeo.com/bergerpeatmoss
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