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	Despite recent claims about the benefits of applying gypsum (calcium sulfate) to soil, South Dakota State University experiments this year showed no significant increase in crop yields from doing so, according to Extension Soils Specialist Jim Gerwing.

Researchers added gypsum to soil at six corn, soybean and wheat fields, at rates from 140 pounds to 1,500 pounds per acre, depending on the site. "There was no hint of significant yield increases to applied gypsum at any of the six sites," Gerwing says. In fact, yields were actually less where gypsum was applied, when compared with similar nearby fields where it was not used.

Gerwing says it has been claimed that adding gypsum can reduce compaction, improve soil tilth, improve water infiltration, raise soil pH, lower soil pH, correct salt problems, and improve the calcium-to-magnesium ratio. "Some of the claims are justified under certain conditions but most do not hold up to scientific scrutiny," he says. 

"For all practical purposes, the only real benefit to applying gypsum, other than supplying sulfur if needed, comes when it is applied to sodium-affected soils," he says. However, Gerwing says people often confuse sodium-affected soil with salt-affected soil. White areas on the surface of dry soils in low ground or along drainage ways or hills is nearly always caused by salts other than sodium, he says, such as potassium, chloride, calcium and magnesium carbonates and even gypsum itself.

In cases where a sodium problem does exist, gypsum supplies a soluble source of calcium that will displace some of the sodium. The sodium can then be leached deeper into the soil profile as the soluble salt sodium sulfate. If soils are sodium-affected, it often takes 1,500 to 3,000 pounds of gypsum per acre to effectively remove enough sodium to improve soil structure, Gerwing says.

However, he says, "If soils are not sodium-affected, gypsum will not improve poor soil structure."



	


