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THE SCOPE FOR INCREASED FERTILISER DEVELOPMENT
IN THE CARIBBEAN

by

R. J. Collier
Federation Chemicals Limited

Federation Chemicals Ltd. are Nitrogen producers
and hence when talking of the scope for increased fertiliser
development in the Caribbean, our main interest lies in the
crope for further development of nitrogenous fertilisers.
However, at the same time W. R. Grace and Co. are active
in the phosphate industry and although my thoughts will
be directed primarily towards nitrogenous fertiliser
development, at the same time this is naturally tied in with
the use of other plant elements such as phosphate and potash.

Ammonia and nitrogenous fertiliser suppliers
are expanding throughout the world and on current prospects
of new supplies, world production of fertiliser and technical
nitrogen is expected to total about 22% million tons
nitrogen. During the past year the number of ammonia
plants being erected in various parts of the world has
caused a considerable increase in nitrogen availability
and comparisons of this additional nitrogen output, in
1965 as compared with 1964, show an increase of 12 per cent
in the U.S., 6 per cent in the U.K., 16 per cent in West
Germany, 13 per cent in France and 27 per cent in Spain.

These ammonia plants have been built in anticipation
of a continuing increase in world demand for nitrogenous
fertilisers and technical nitrogen, and in 1965/1966 this
demand is expected to be about 22 million tons of nitrogen.
The rate of growth of nitrogen consumption in the world has
been increasing at the rate of approximately 2 million tons
of nitrogen per year and derives its impetus as much from
the greater use of nitrogenous fertilisers as from that
of technical nitrogen products.

The biggest increase in tonnage requirement is
exerted by the industrially advanced countries of the free
world, i.e. the U.S., Europe, Australia, together with
the Communist countries of Eastern Europe. However, in
regard to the balance of supply and demand, even greater
significance is attached to the steady growth of nitrogenous
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fertiliser consumption in the developing countries, most
of which still depend on substantial imports to meet their
nitrogen requirements. Amongst these countries, China
remains the world's largest nitrogen importer and in 1966
her requirements are expected to be at least 600,000 tons
of nitrogen, which is equivalent to 3 million tons of
sulphate of ammonia. From this it can be readily recognised
that China will be one of the more influential factors in
determining supply and price trends in nitrogenous fertilisers
over the coming years. I have spent some time in discussing
the world wide situation in regard to nitrogenous fertiliser
production and requirements since fertilisers are an inter-
national commodity and one cannot look at one specific area
of the world in regard to supplies and prices, without taking
into consideration the world wide situation, in regard to such
fertilisers.

Fertilisers, like other commodities, work on a
supply and demand basis, i.e. if supply then the price
goes down, and the pricing of fertilisers in the Caribbean can
be affected by production and supply problems in the other
major manufacturing areas. This I am sure is elementary to
agricultural economists, but to our customers it is often
confusing, to say the least, to find fertiliser prices may
be high when the prices they are receiving for sugar, etc.
are low. Obviously it is not our long term interests to
have fertiliser prices too high, since this leads to a
cutback in use by the farming community. Fortunately, for
the farming community higher prices for fertilisers result
in manufacturers building extra production capacity and this
results in a drop in fertiliser prices when supply meets the
demand.

The degree.of fertiliser consumption is. geared to
the standard of living and the intensity of a country's
Agriculture. If the population of .a country can afford
to buy large quantities of food then there is an incentive
for the farmer to increase the' yield.of his crops by the
application of fertilisers, insectides, irrigation, etc. If
the purchasing power of the individuals in a country is low
then there is no incentive to the farmer to increase his
yields. Similarly, if the amount of land available in a
country for agricultural purposes is restricted, then the
maximum yield must be obtained from that land which is
available. However, if there is ample land available then
the farmer can often. grow crops without the use of fertilisers
until theland is exhausted, when he will then move his crops to
a new area of land. These points apply equally to crops
grown for-export such as sugar, bananas, cocoa, coffee,etc.
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In the Caribbean we are confronted by a moderately
low standard of living coupled with a general excess of land
availability and, in the past, it has only been exported crops
such as bananas or sugar which have warranted the use of
fertiliser application.

However, with an increasing standard of living
and a need to reduce foreign exchange by cutting back on
imported foodstuffs, there is.an.increasing interest in the
use of fertilisers. As an example, Trinidad imports a total
of approximately T.T.$20 million of imported meat and
vegetables, a large proportion of which could be replaced
by locally produced meat and vegetables. The recent develop-
ment of pasture land in the Waller Field area on the lines
of similar grassland developments in Jamaica, Puerto Rico,
etc. shows, that the Caribbean can develop a useful beef
industry. Coupled with efficient grassland management, is
the sensible use of fertilisers to encourage the growth of
the grass. Similarly with vegetable production, the
efficient, use,of fertilisers can enable the planter to
produce a greater quantity of vegetables on the same area
of land.

Having shown that there is a,considerable scope
for the development of fertilisers in the Caribbean, I feel
that this development will never materialise. unless a system
of marketing and grading is instituted at the same time.
There is no point in a grower producing beef or vegetables
unless there is an effective organisation through which he
can market these products and often this is a 'chicken and
the egg' situation, i.e. if these products are developed will
a marketing organiSating automatically start up, or if a
marketing organisation is started will the necessary products
be grown?

In my opinion, the marketing organisation should
come first and then I have no doubt that with a suitable
extension service, the growers will - provideJhe necessary
crops and a good example of this. is the pigeon pea industry
in Trinidad where a guaranteed outlet was offered to the growers
for supplies of pigeon peas.

A great deal of work has yet to be carried out
concerning the efficient use of fertilisers in the Caribbean
and we in Federation Chemicals Ltd., are actively interested
in promoting such work. We are supporting various projects
of the University of the West Indies and we ourselves have
been carrying out considerable work in connection with the
use of urea on rice in Trinidad and British Guiana. We have
shown that an application of urea on rice at the correct time
will increase yields by approximately 50 per cent, but again I
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would emphasise that the use of fertilisers is only one part
of increased crop development, since plant varieties,
cultivation methods, the use of insecticides, fungicdes,
etc. are also necessary for efficient plant growth. Un-
fortunately the Caribbean in general lacks good extension
service facilities to convey the results of these experiments
to the actual growers.

All through the Caribbean there is a tendency
to"mechanise certain aspects of agricultural practice.
This is often due to increased competition by other pro-
ducing areas causing the Caribbean farmer to cut the costs
of his production, and partly due to a lack of suitable
labour to carry out certain operations.

One aspect of cultivation which can be most
easily mechanised is fertiliser application and considerable
interest is being exhibited in this aspect. Through
mechanisation a fertiliser application can be given in a
very short space of time to catch a crop in a certain
stage of development or to take advantage of certain
climatic conditions, - I am thinking of top dressing sugar
cane with urea by aerial application whereby several hundred
acres can be treated in one day.

Through mechanisation many farmers are becoming
more interested in higher analysis fertilisers which can
be applied at a low application rate, thereby reducing
transport costs. However, there will still be a large
section of the farming community who will be requiring the
lower analysis fertilisers for hand application for a
considerable time to come.

In fact the main scope for fertiliser development
in under-developed areas lies with the small farmer who may
be using no fertilisers at the present. To encourage the use
of fertilisers by such farmers, one has to offer a simple
low cost type of fertiliser which can be applied by hand.
After having become accustomed to the idea of the use of
fertilisers, it is then possible to suggest the use of more
complex fertilisers.

There is no doubt that the scope is considerable
for fertiliser development in the Caribbean, but this scope
will be on crops other than bananas and sugar and the develop-
ment will have to proceed hand in hand with an efficient market-
ing organisation for such crops.


