
        By Sue Gwise, Horticulture Educator 

OK!…it’s a nasty subject, but let’s face it—as gardeners manure is a part of our lives. Unfortunately, there is a 
lot of confusion about the types and proper uses of manure. 
 
Manures are not real powerhouses as fertilizers. Nutrient levels are generally low. But as a source of organic 
matter*, manures really pack a punch. Manures improve soil structure which leads to good nutrient-holding 
and water-holding capacity. Manures contain beneficial micro-organisms and provide food for those 
organisms. The nitrogen provided by manures, though low, can be available for as long as three years. Also, 
manures are a good source of micro-nutrients. 
 
Problems with manure occur when fresh manure is used. Fresh manure is high in weed seeds, can burn plant 
tissues, can burn up nutrients before plants can use them, and may contain pathogenic bacteria. The only 
time fresh manure should be applied is in the autumn. There should be at least 120 days between the 
application of fresh manure and the harvest of a crop. Otherwise, always use composted manure.   
 
Composted manures are allowed to age and ‘cook,’ thus killing weed seeds and harmful bacteria. All 
manures should be aged at least six months before direct use in the garden. Even if you are using aged 
manure in the spring, you should still wait 30 days before planting. Composted manure should be spread at a 
rate of 40 lbs./100 sq. ft. It should then be tilled into the top six to nine inches of soil. Composted manure 
can also be used as a side dressing for vegetable crops. Never use manure from dogs, cats, or other meat-
eating animals; there is a risk of diseases and parasites that can be transmitted to humans. 
  
Not all manures are created equal. They vary depending on the type, the diet of the animal, and the age of 
the manure. Cow and horse manure are readily available, and the preferred type. Sheep and swine manures 
are pretty equal to cow manure. Be careful with chicken and other poultry manures. The amounts of 
nitrogen, phosphorus, and potassium are higher, and more concentrated. There is a greater chance of 
nitrogen burn.  
  
    TYPE     % Nitrogen  %Phosphorus               %Potassium       
 Cow1            0.6          0.15          1.5 
 Horse1            0.7          0.25          0.55 
 Poultry2           4.5          3.2          1.3 
 Sheep2                  2.5          1.5                      1.5  
1commercial pulverized 
2fresh 

 
*Organic matter is made up of decaying plant and animal materials. 
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Contact us for more information at 315-788-8450  

or jefferson@cornell.edu. 
 

Visit our website at www.ccejefferson.org. 
 

Find us on Facebook at: 

Cornell Cooperative Extension of Jefferson County  

and Jefferson County, NY 4H  


