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Fish has been used as a source of plant nutrition for generations, and modern fish-based 
fertilizers continue that principle in a more controlled and convenient form. 

But what makes fish such an effective fertilizer? 

The answer comes down to what fish contains, how those nutrients become available to 
plants, and how fish-based materials interact with the soil. 

Fish Is Naturally Nutrient-Rich 

Fish tissue contains nutrients that originally supported the growth and metabolism of a 
living organism. When fish materials are processed into fertilizer, many of those nutrients 
can be returned to the soil and ultimately used by plants. 

Nitrogen is typically one of the most significant nutrients supplied by fish-based fertilizers. 
Plants need nitrogen to produce chlorophyll, proteins, enzymes, and new vegetative 
growth. Depending on the formulation, fish-based fertilizers may also provide phosphorus, 
potassium, and smaller quantities of other plant nutrients. 

This is one reason the N-P-K analysis of fish fertilizers can vary considerably from one 
product to another. The raw materials, processing method, concentration, and additional 
ingredients all influence the final nutrient analysis. 

Organic Nitrogen Becomes Plant-Available 

Much of the nitrogen contained in fish originates in proteins and other organic compounds. 

Plants cannot use all organic nitrogen directly. Soil microorganisms help break these 
compounds down through decomposition and mineralization, converting nitrogen into 
forms that plant roots can absorb. 

This creates an important relationship between the fertilizer, the soil, and the biological 
processes occurring around the root zone. 

Some fish fertilizers also contain readily available nitrogen, allowing plants to receive part 
of their nutrition relatively quickly while additional organic material continues to break 
down. 

The exact release pattern depends on the product, soil temperature, moisture, microbial 
activity, application rate, and growing conditions. 
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Not All Fish Fertilizers Are the Same 

“Fish fertilizer” is a broad category rather than a single type of product. 

Fish Emulsion 

Fish emulsion is a liquid fertilizer produced from processed fish materials. It is commonly 
used when growers want nutrients that can be applied in liquid form. 

Fish emulsions are often relatively nitrogen-rich and may provide nitrogen that becomes 
available to plants comparatively quickly. 

Fish Hydrolysate 

Fish hydrolysates are generally produced by breaking down fish tissue while retaining much 
of the original organic material. 

Depending on the manufacturing process, the resulting liquid may contain proteins, 
peptides, amino acids, oils, and mineral nutrients derived from the fish. 

Fish Meal 

Fish meal is a dry material created from processed fish and is commonly incorporated into 
dry fertilizer blends. 

Because it is a solid organic material, its nutrients generally become available as biological 
and chemical processes in the soil break it down. 

Each form has different handling characteristics, nutrient concentrations, and application 
methods. That is why the guaranteed analysis and application directions on the fertilizer 
label matter more than simply knowing that a product contains fish. 

Fish Fertilizers Can Supply More Than the Three Numbers 

The three numbers on a fertilizer label represent nitrogen, available phosphate, and soluble 
potash. They are essential information, but they do not describe every component of an 
organic fertilizer. 

Fish-derived materials may contain additional nutrients and organic compounds 
originating from the raw material. 

The amounts vary significantly by product, however, so gardeners and growers should not 
assume that every fish fertilizer supplies the same secondary nutrients or micronutrients. 
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For specific nutrient concentrations, always refer to the product label and guaranteed 
analysis. 

Liquid Fish Fertilizers Offer Application Flexibility 

One practical advantage of many fish-based fertilizers is that they are available in liquid 
formulations. 

Depending on the product and label directions, liquid fertilizers may be applied directly to 
the soil, through certain irrigation or fertigation systems, or in some cases as foliar 
applications. 

Liquid application also allows fertilizer to be distributed relatively evenly when properly 
diluted and applied. 

This flexibility can make fish-based fertilizers useful in settings ranging from home gardens 
and container plants to commercial crop production. 

Application requirements differ among products, and concentrated materials should 
always be diluted and applied according to label directions. 

Fish-Based Fertilizers and the Soil 

Organic fertilizers contribute carbon-containing material to the soil in addition to supplying 
mineral nutrients. 

Soil microorganisms use organic materials as part of the decomposition process. As those 
materials break down, nutrients are transformed and cycled through the soil system. 

This differs somewhat from highly soluble fertilizers, where many nutrients are already 
present in mineral forms that plants can absorb immediately. 

Neither approach eliminates the need for good nutrient management. Plants require 
nutrients in appropriate amounts regardless of their source. 

The objective is to match nutrient availability with plant requirements. 

Why More Is Not Better 

Because fish fertilizers come from natural materials, it can be tempting to assume that they 
cannot be overapplied. 
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That is not true. 

Fish fertilizers contain real plant nutrients, and excessive fertilizer application can 
contribute to excessive vegetative growth, nutrient imbalances, salt accumulation with 
some formulations, or nutrient movement beyond the root zone. 

Applying more fertilizer than a plant can use does not automatically produce a healthier 
plant. 

The correct application rate should be based on the fertilizer analysis, crop requirements, 
growing conditions, and, when appropriate, soil or plant-tissue testing. 

Where Fish-Based Fertilizers Fit 

Fish-based fertilizers can be used in many different growing systems, including: 

• Vegetable and herb production 

• Fruit and berry crops 

• Flowers and ornamental plants 

• Container growing 

• Trees and shrubs 

• Commercial agriculture 

• Organic production systems when the specific product and its ingredients meet 
applicable requirements 

Their value comes from combining useful plant nutrients with an organic source material 
that can participate in the natural nutrient-cycling processes occurring in soil. 

The Bottom Line 

Fish-based fertilizers work because fish is naturally composed of nutrient-containing 
organic material. 

When that material is properly processed and applied, it can supply nitrogen and other 
plant nutrients. Soil organisms and natural decomposition processes help convert 
organically bound nutrients into forms plants can use, while some formulations also 
provide nutrients that are available more quickly. 

The result is a versatile fertilizer source that has been used successfully in everything from 
home gardens to commercial agricultural production. 
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The key is not simply that the fertilizer comes from fish. 

It is understanding what nutrients the product contains, how those nutrients become 
available, and how to apply them at the right rate for the plants being grown. 

That is what turns a natural nutrient source into effective plant nutrition. 

 

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 fish-based organic fertilizer products, visit 
www.bwfbanducci.com. 

 

 

http://www.bwfbanducci.com/

