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Organic fertilizers are available in many forms, but one of the most basic choices is 
whether to use a liquid or dry product. 

Both can provide valuable plant nutrients, and both can fit into effective fertility programs. 
Neither form is automatically better than the other. 

The right choice depends on the nutrient needs of the crop, how the fertilizer will be 
applied, soil conditions, the production system, and the specific formulation of the 
product. 

Understanding the differences can make fertilizer selection much easier. 

What Is a Liquid Organic Fertilizer? 

Liquid organic fertilizers are nutrient-containing materials formulated for application in 
liquid form. 

Depending on the product, they may be made from fish, plant materials, animal-derived 
ingredients, or combinations of organic nutrient sources. 

Liquid fertilizers can be applied directly to the soil and, when the product label allows, may 
also be used through certain irrigation or fertigation systems. Some may also be labeled for 
foliar application. 

One of their main advantages is application flexibility. 

Because the fertilizer is already in liquid form, it can be diluted and distributed relatively 
evenly when properly mixed and applied. 

What Is a Dry Organic Fertilizer? 

Dry organic fertilizers are solid materials supplied as meals, powders, granules, pellets, or 
blends. 

They may contain plant meals, animal-derived ingredients, mineral nutrient sources, or 
combinations of several materials. 

Dry fertilizers are commonly incorporated into soil before planting or applied around 
established plants according to label directions. 

Many dry organic fertilizers rely substantially on microbial mineralization, so nutrient 
release may occur gradually and can vary with soil temperature, moisture, aeration, 
biological activity, and the ingredients used. 
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The Biggest Difference: How They Are Applied 

For many growers, the most practical difference between liquid and dry fertilizers is 
application method. 

Liquid fertilizers can be useful when nutrients need to be applied through irrigation water, 
delivered around actively growing plants, or supplied in smaller applications during the 
growing season. 

Dry fertilizers can be useful when nutrients are being incorporated into planting beds, 
blended into soil, or applied before planting. 

The application system often plays a major role in determining which form is most 
practical. 

A greenhouse using fertigation may have very different needs from a field operation 
incorporating fertilizer into the soil before planting. 

Nutrient Availability Depends on the Formulation 

Some liquid fertilizers can provide nutrients relatively quickly because part of their nutrient 
content may already be in plant-available forms. 

However, nutrient availability depends on the formulation, not simply on whether the 
fertilizer is liquid or dry. 

Many dry organic fertilizers rely more heavily on soil microorganisms to convert organically 
bound nutrients into forms plants can absorb. 

That process is influenced by conditions such as temperature, moisture, oxygen, and 
biological activity. 

The important point is that physical form alone does not determine nutrient release. 

A liquid organic fertilizer can still contain nutrients that require biological processing, while 
a dry fertilizer may contain components that become available relatively quickly. 

The guaranteed analysis, ingredient composition, and product directions provide more 
useful information than simply knowing whether the fertilizer is liquid or dry. 

Liquid Fertilizers Offer Flexibility During the Growing Season 

Liquid fertilizers can be particularly useful when growers want to adjust nutrient 
applications during active plant growth. 
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Because liquids can often be applied in smaller, more frequent amounts, they can fit well 
into production systems that require close control over nutrient delivery. 

Depending on the product and application system, liquid fertilizers may be useful for: 

• Container production 

• Greenhouses 

• Nurseries 

• Fertigation systems 

• Transplants 

• Vegetable production 

• Established crops requiring supplemental nutrition 

The proper application rate and frequency should always be based on crop requirements 
and the product label. 

Dry Fertilizers Can Fit Preplant and Soil-Incorporation Programs 

Dry fertilizers can be convenient when preparing soil before planting or establishing a 
fertility program at the beginning of a growing cycle. 

They can often be blended into soil or applied to the soil surface and incorporated where 
appropriate. 

Depending on the formulation, nutrients may become available over time as organic 
components break down. 

This can make dry fertilizers practical where the goal is to establish a nutrient foundation 
before or during planting rather than relying on repeated liquid applications. 

Storage and Handling Matter 

The physical form of fertilizer also affects storage, transportation, and handling. 

Liquid fertilizers require containers or tanks and may need pumps, measuring equipment, 
or mixing systems. 

Dry fertilizers can often be stored and handled in bags, totes, or bulk systems and may be 
applied with spreaders or blending equipment. 



 Learning Resources Choosing Between Liquid and Dry 
  
  

Page 5 of 7 BWF Banducci, Inc. | Organic Resources www.bwfbanducci.com 

 

For larger operations, these logistical considerations can be just as important as nutrient 
chemistry. 

A fertilizer still needs to fit the equipment, storage capacity, labor, and workflow of the 
operation using it. 

Concentration Can Be Very Different 

Liquid and dry fertilizers may contain very different concentrations of nutrients. 

A gallon of liquid fertilizer and a pound of dry fertilizer cannot be compared simply by 
looking at package size. 

The guaranteed analysis shows the percentage of nutrients in the product. For liquid 
fertilizers, product density may also be needed when calculating the actual amount of 
nutrients being applied. 

This is another reason the fertilizer label matters more than whether the product happens 
to be liquid or dry. 

Soil Conditions Influence Performance 

Organic fertilizer performance is influenced by soil conditions. 

Many organic nutrient sources rely on microbial activity for nutrient mineralization. 

When soils are cold, excessively dry, saturated, or otherwise biologically inactive, nutrient 
release from organic materials may slow. 

Understanding soil conditions can help determine not only which fertilizer to use, but also 
when and how it should be applied. 

Liquid and Dry Fertilizers Can Complement Each Other 

Liquid and dry fertilizers do not have to be competing choices. 

In some fertility programs, a dry fertilizer may be used to establish a nutrient base, while a 
liquid fertilizer is used later for supplemental feeding during active growth. 

For example, a grower might incorporate a dry organic fertilizer before planting and then 
use a liquid product later in the season if crop needs change. 

Whether that approach makes sense depends on the crop, soil conditions, nutrient 
requirements, and production system. 
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The goal is not to use more fertilizer. 

The goal is to provide the right nutrients, in the right amount, at the right time, using an 
application method that fits the growing system. 

Start With the Nutrient Need 

Before choosing between liquid and dry fertilizer, determine what nutrients are actually 
needed. 

A soil test, crop history, plant tissue analysis when appropriate, and knowledge of crop 
requirements can help guide fertilizer decisions. 

Then consider factors such as: 

• Nutrient analysis 

• Crop requirements 

• Application timing 

• Soil conditions 

• Available equipment 

• Irrigation system 

• Desired application frequency 

• Production scale 

• Storage and handling requirements 

The best fertilizer is the one that matches both the nutrient needs of the crop and the way 
the operation is managed. 

The Bottom Line 

Liquid and dry organic fertilizers can both be effective sources of plant nutrition. 

Liquid fertilizers offer application flexibility and can fit well into systems where nutrients are 
applied during active growth or through irrigation. 

Dry fertilizers can be practical for preplant use, soil incorporation, and fertility programs 
where nutrients are supplied as part of the soil preparation process. 
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Neither form is universally better. 

The best choice is the fertilizer that provides the nutrients the plant needs in a 
formulation, application method, and schedule that fits the growing system. 

 

Disclaimer: This material is provided for general educational purposes only. Growing conditions, soil 
characteristics, crop requirements, application rates, and regulatory requirements vary. Always follow 
product label directions as well as all governmental and safety regulations or recommendations, and consult 
appropriate agronomic, regulatory, or crop-management professionals when making site-specific fertilizer or 
soil-management decisions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

To learn more about BWF Banducci's liquid and dry organic fertilizer products, visit 
BWFBanducci.com. 

 

 


