
Potash

IMPORTANCE AND ROLES IN PLANTS:

One of the nutrients required by plants 
in large amounts is the macro-nutrient 
Potash. It is involved in several functions 
in plants, all of which are related to crucial 
biochemical and physiological processes. 
In particular, potassium is involved in 
photosynthesis, water use efficiency, 
fruit quality, winter hardiness, disease 
resistance and stress tolerance.

DEFICIENCY SYMPTOMS:

When plants become deficient in 
potassium, a very common symptom 
can be observed at the edges of the 
oldest leaves; anything from yellowing 
to “scorched” or dead edges is possible 
depending on the severity of the 
deficiency. While corn displays a classic 
scorched leaf edge typical of grasses  
(diagram 1), broadleaf crops often turn 
colour between leaf ribs as well as on 
the edge. This is particularly visible in 
raspberries, where deficient leaves have 
the appearance of a dark green “Christmas 
tree” effect, wherein everywhere else on 
the leaf becomes yellow to brown to 
scorched (diagrams 2 and 3).

To correct potassium deficiency, the 
surest method is to avoid it from the 
start by taking a soil sample to a lab, 
such as the Plant Science Lab at our 
Abbotsford location. An agronomist at 
TerraLink can interpret the lab test and 
provide you with a recommendation. 
Major corrections are best made with 
granular applications, as this will be the 

least expensive. Remember to avoid 
potassium chloride in blueberries as they 
don’t like chlorides. Ask for potassium 
sulphate as the potassium ingredient in 
your blueberry fertilizer. For most other 
crops, potassium chloride is the least 
expensive. Although drip fertilizer is an 
efficient method of applying potash in 
blueberries, foliar applications are not 
effective in correcting large deficiencies 
in your crop; you won’t be able to come 
close to the amount you need to apply 
and it will be too expensive.

POTASSIUM FERTILIZERS:

At TerraLink we offer a wide variety of 
granular, liquid, and soluble forms of 
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FUNDAMENTALS:

• Elemental Form: Potassium (K)
• Plant Nutrient Form: Potash 

(K2O)
• Plant Uptake Form: K+

Diagram 2: Cornell University, College of 
Agriculture & Life Sciences; Berry Diagnostic 
Tool. 

Diagram 3: Blueberry Nutrition Management.  
Strik, Bernadine. Oregon State University. 2011
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Diagram 4: Potassium Cycle



potash products. We have inventory of 
granular 0-0-62 (potassium chloride), 
0-0-50+17(S) (sulphate of potash) and 
0-0-22+22(S)+11Mg (Sulphate of Potash 
Magnesia). If you have an organic farm, 
try BioFert Sulphate of Potash, BioFert 
1-3-15, BioFert 0-0-15 (GreenUp), BioFert 
0-0-40 (Hi-K), or BioFert 0-0-15 (Heavy 
Weight). We also offer liquid potash 
sources such as 0-0-25+17(S) (potassium 
thiosulphate or KTS) and TigerClaw 0-0-
24 (potassium Dextro-Lac or KDL). As 
well, TerraLink is the western Canada 
representative of Plant-Prod Water 
Soluble Fertilizer. We carry soluble Plant-
Prod “simples” and many blends that are 
high in potash.

BEHAVIOUR IN THE SOIL:

In the soil, potassium is available to 
plants as a positively-charged particle, 
written as K+. It is largely immobile and 
plant roots typically only “run into” about 
2% of all the potassium in the soil, so 
when fertilizing, place the fertilizer in the 
rooting zone of your crop. If you are on 
drip irrigation, make sure the fertilizer is 
placed within the drip zone. Potassium 
ions are dissolved in soil moisture, 
moving back and forth from “solution 
K” and “exchangeable K” (Diagram 4). 
Solution K is K+, dissolved in water in 
the soil, and exchangeable K+ is that 
which is held on negatively charged 
cation exchange sites associated with 
clay and organic matter. This is known 
as “slowly available K”. As the potassium 
ion is positively charged, it can “take 
turns” on and off the cation exchange 
sites, along with other cations such as 
calcium, sodium, magnesium and others. 
Some potassium is also held as “fixed K”, 
trapped between layers of certain types 
of clay, where it is held very tightly and 
only very slightly available.

EFFECTS OF PH:

As with other plant nutrients, potassium 
availability is affected by soil pH. 
Potassium is very available for plant 
uptake in soils with pH above about 5.5 
to 6. For most crops, maintaining pH 
in this range means maximum nutrient 
availability of not only potassium but all 
the other major and seconary nutrients. 

This presents an added difficulty 
in highbush blueberry production 
however, which does best in a soil pH 
range of 4.5 to 5.5. This is all the more 
reason to apply potash fertilizer directly 
into the root zone to ensure the best 
possible conditions for plant update of 
soil-immobile potassium.

INTERACTION WITH OTHER 
NUTRIENTS:

The most common nutrient interactions 
with potassium are those involving 
other cations in the soil. A healthy soil 
should have a base saturation of about 
80%; those bases being the cations K+, 
C2+, Mg2+, Na+ and NH4

+ (the other 20% 
being the acidic cations aluminum and 
hydrogen). When base saturation is too 
low, the soil tends to cling to cations 
such as potassium and magnesium. 
Potassium, in effect, is in competition 
for cation exchange sites and therefore 
the other cations. When we recommend 
supplementing the soil bank of nutrients 
with fertilizers, we strive to raise the base 
saturation to 80%; in a sense we feed the 
soil before we feed the crop. 

POTASSIUM CYCLING:

The element potassium originates 
from potassium-bearing minerals 
found in the Earth’s crust (see Diagram 
4). Such minerals include feldspar, 
muscovite and biotite. Over geologic 
time this potassium is released through 
decomposition of the rock in a process 
known as weathering. Once released 
from the bedrock, potassium ions (K+) 
can be found in the soil as one of the 
forms discussed above.

Potassium can be lost mainly in 
harvested crops or pruned material. If 
the field suffers from erosion, potassium 
can also be lost by surface run-off. Last, 
in coarse and sandy soils potassium can 

be lost via leaching. Besides the slow 
addition to the soil by weathering of 
bedrock, potassium is most commonly 
added by applying potash-containing 
fertilizer. Potassium can also be added 
to the soil by applying manure or by 
incorporating cover crops.
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Diagram 1: Potash deficiency in corn
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