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Abstract
Field experiments were conducted in the Guinea savanna ecology of Ghana to evaluate yield response of
quality protein maize (Zea mays L.) hybrid to plant density and nitrogen (N) fertilizer. The experiments were
conducted at four locations on 16 farmers’ fieldsin 2002 and 2003. Three N rates (0, 90 and 135 kg/ha) were
combined with three plant densities (50 000, 62 500 and 71 400 plants/ha) to constitute nine treatments which
were tested in arandomized complete block design. Optimal N rate was not affected by plant density. There
was no yield response to plant density. However, grain yield had a linear and quadratic responseto N at all
sites. Grain yield increases as aresult of 90 kg N/ha applied over the farmers' practice (0 kg N/ha) at Tumu,
Jirapa, Kpongu and Wa were 39%, 85%, 101% and 303% in 2002, respectively. Grain yield increases for the
samerate and sitesin 2003 were 31%, 83%, 63% and 51%, respectively. Marginal rate of return (MMR) to 90
kg N/ha combined with 62 600 plants/hawas the highest (5564%). Increasing N rate beyond 90 kg/hadid not
result in corresponding increase in yield nor net benefit to merit the extra cost that may be incurred. From the
study, application of 90 kg N/hato hybrid maize would give economic yield response and acceptable returns

at low risk to farmers, regardless of plant density.

Introduction
Maize (ZeamaysL.) isamajor cerea crop
in Ghana. Typical maize grain yield from
farmers' fields in the northern Guinea
savanna zone is estimated at 1.2 t/ha as
against a national average yield of 1.5 t/ha
(SRID, MOFA, 2007). With good agronomic
practices, improved maizevarietieshavethe
potential to produce 4-6 t/haof grain. Most
maize in developing countries is produced
under low N conditions (McCown €t al.,
1992; Stoorvogel et al., 1993) because of
low N status of tropical soils, low N use
efficiency in drought-prone environments,
high priceratiosbetween fertilizer and grain,
limited availability of fertilizer and low
purchasing power of farmers (Banziger et
al., 1997). Subsistence farming in sub-

Saharan Africa, in general, is, thus,
characterized by low externa input, low crop
yield, food insecurity, nutrient mining and
environmental degradation (Stoorvogel et
al., 1993; Rhodes, 1995; Mafongoyaet al.,
2006). Strategies must, therefore, be
devel oped to restore soil fertility, to reduce
erosion and environmental degradation in
order to increase food production and
aleviate chronic hunger in the zone (Vagen
et al., 2005).

In the past, long fallow periods of 5-10
years allowed natural restoration of soil
fertility. The fallow period hasdecreased in
length or is almost nonexistent in many
farming communities in the zone because
of pressure on land to increase food
production and other socioeconomic
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activities. Albert (1994) reported that 90%
of al the fields in northern Ghana did not
receiveany mineral fertilizersin 1993 and it
seems the trend has not changed
significantly. Nutrient inputsfrom chemical
fertilizers are needed to replace nutrients,
which areexported and lost during cropping,
to maintain a positive nutrient balance. As
most farmersin this zone havelow income,
technical packages to increase and sustain
agricultural production must be affordable,
profitable and applicable to ensure their
acceptability.

Therecommended fertilizer ratefor crop
production depends on the agro-ecol ogy, soil
type and cropping history of the field. The
recommended fertilizer ratefor hybrid maize
intheforest zone of Ghanais 134-56-56 kg/
haas N, P,O, and K,O for land which is
continuously cropped (Aflakpui et al.,
2005a). Additionaly, intermediate maturing
maize isgrown at a plant density of 62,500
plants/ha. Traditionally, farmersuselow plant
densities as their adaptation to low soil
fertility and soil moisture, and a means of
minimizing risk during drought. Currently,
various Non-Governmental Organizations
(NGOs) are promoting the production of
quality protein maize (QPM) hybrid to boost
maize production in the Guinea savanna
ecology. However, the optimum N fertilizer
requirements and plant population have not
been determined for the maize hybrid,
Mamaba, in the zone.

Research has demonstrated the
importance of inorganic fertilizer in crop
production (Buah et al., 1998; Workayehu,
2000; Yamoah et al., 2002; Aflakpui et al.,
2005b; Conley et al., 2005). Response to
fertilizer is dependent on amount and
distributions of moisture, soil fertility and

variety. Hassan et al. (1998) have observed
that due to differences in agro-climatic
conditions, soil type and farmer groups,
potentia productivity gainsfromfertilizer use
on small-scale farms are bound to vary,
hence, the need for careful targeting of
fertilizer recommendations. Broad or blanket
fertilizer recommendations that assume
homogeneity of farming conditions have,
thus, partly contributed to the low diffusion
of fertilizer technologies within the small-
scale farm sector.

Various studies indicate that optimum
fertilizer and plant popul ations provide better
crop growth and yield. Nitrogen demand
may also increase as plant density increases.
The relationship between plant density and
yield of cerealshasbeen studied extensively,
but conflicting reports haveled to arenewed
interest inthe effects of high plant densities
on yield of cereals (Workayehu 2000; Ma
et al., 2003). Conley et al. (2005) showed
that crop yield response to row spacing was
variable and dependent upon environment.
High plant densities increased cerea crop
yield when compared to the recommended
plant density in some studies (von Qualen et
al., 1993; LaFarge & Hammer, 2002;
Conley et al., 2005). Other researchers
found that plant density had no effect on
maize grainyield (Maet al., 2003; Aflakui
et al., 2005b; Shapiro & Wortmann, 2006).
Combined use of fertilizer and optimum plant
density may increase food production and
safeguard the environment for future
generation.

Mamaba is a three-way cross QPM
hybrid which has a maturity classification
of 105-110 days (Twumasi-Afriyie et al.,
1997) and was released by Crops Research
Institute, Kumasi, located in theforest zone

10 West African Journal of Applied Ecology, vol. 16, 2009



of Ghana. Mamaba has superior nutritional
quality compared to the normal maize
varieties. It contains nearly twice as much
usable protein as other normal maize grown
in the country and yields more grain than
traditional varieties of maize. The QPM
produces 70-100% more of lysine and
tryptophan than most modern varieties of
tropical maize. Protein deficiency among
childreniscommonin northern Ghanawhere
meat, fish and eggs are beyond the means
of the average family with low incomes.
Thus, the adoption and utilization of QPM
may be a way of alleviating malnutrition,
particularly in children. Cognizant of the
need toidentify lower fertilizer ratesfor low-
income farmers and the urgency of raising
on-farm maize productivity on small-scale
farms, the study tested arange of possible
alternatives with specific objective of
selecting economically appropriate N rate
and plant density.

Materials and methods
Field experiments were conducted for 2
yearsat four on-farm locations (Wa, Kpongu,
Jirapa and Tumu) with four farmers per
location during the rainy season of 2002 and
2003. The 32 farmers’ fields (i.e. 16 fields
each year) were spread across the Upper
West Region (UWR), which is located in
the Guineasavannazone of Ghana. Thesites
were representative of the soils and
environmental conditions used for maize
production in the Region, and the farmers
were sel ected with due consultation with the
extension staff of the Ministry of Food and
Agriculture (MOFA). The study area is a
semi-arid region, characterized by low,
erratic, and poorly distributed monomodal
rainfall, averaging about 1100 mm per

annum. Most of the rain in the area come
as short duration high intensity storms
between May and October. Mean monthly
temperatures during the growing season
ranged between 26 and 30 °C. The soilsin
the Region have asandy texture, inherently
low in natural fertility and a low moisture
retention capacity. The predominant soils of
most of the farms, which are mostly derived
from granite overlying Birrimian rocks, are
sandy loam (classified as typic-plinthic
Paleustalf according to the US Soil
Taxonomy) by texture within the 0-30 cm
soil depth and, thus, well to moderately well
drained.

A randomized complete block design with
factorial arrangement of three plant densities
(50 000, 62 500 and 71 400 plants/ha) and
three N fertilizer rates (0, 90, and 135 kg/
ha) was used to evaluate the yield response
of a QPM hybrid, Mamaba. The levels of
N and plant densities were combined to
constitute ninetreatments. Each of thefour
farmers within a location represented a
replicate. Plotswere5 mlong and eight rows
wide with a spacing between rows of 0.80
m and variable spacing between hillsin a
row of 0.50, 0.40 and 0.35 m corresponded
to the targeted plant densities of 50 000, 62
500 and 71 400 plants/ha, respectively.
Intended populations were not achieved in
every year.

In both years, the farmers planted
between 26 June and 3 July. Three seeds
were hand-sown per stand and 2 weeks after
emergence, the seedlingswere hand-thinned
to two per stand to achieve the desired plant
dengity for treatments. Prior to planting, soils
were tilled using a tractor disc plough
without harrowing. Sincefarmerscommonly
use little or no mineral fertilizer for crop
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production in the area, the no N treatment
was the control representing the farmers’
practice. A plant density of 62500 plants/ha
was maintained as recommended for the
Guinea savanna zone by the Savanna
Agricultural Research Institute (SARI).
Implementation of thisstudy involved active
participation by farmerswho applied routine
management under the facilitation of the
research team.

All plots were fertilized each year with
40 kg P,0O/ha as triple superphosphate
(TSP) at planting. With the 90 and 135 kg
N/hatreatments, N fertilizer was applied as
urea in two split doses to maximize N
efficiency. Within 10 days after planting, a
portion of the N (45 and 90 kg N/ha,
respectively) was applied to the 90 and 135
ka/N plots. A supplemental 45 kg N/hawas
applied to the N treated plots 5 weeks after
planting to make up for the 90 and 135 kg
N/ha at a time when the plants started to
grow rapidly and N demand was high. All
fertilizerswere applied in asubsurface band
about 0.05 m to the side of the maize row.
Planting, weed control, fertilizer applications
and harvesting were done using hand tools.

Data were taken on days to 50% silk
emergence, total biomass (above ground dry
matter) yield, grain yield and yield
components. Grain yield was determined
from the centre two rows of each plot and
adjusted to 150 g/kg (15%) water content.
Biomass yield was based on samples dried
to constant weight at 60 °C. Data collected
were subjected to analysis of variance
(ANOVA) to establish treatment and the
interactions effect on grain yield and yield
components. Statistical analyses were
performed with the Statistical Program SAS
for Windows9.1® (SASInstitutelnc., Cary,

NC, USA). Row spacing and N levelswere
treated asfixed effectsand years asrandom
effects. Main effects and all interactions
were considered significant when P < 0.05.
The statistical significant treatments of this
experiment were subjected to economic
analysis using the partial budget procedure
to determine the treatment combination that
would give acceptablereturnsat low risk to
farmers (CIMMY T, 1988). Economic
analysis was done using the prevailing
market prices for inputs at planting and for
outputs at the time the crop was harvested.
All costs and benefits were calculated on
hectare basisin Ghanacedis (GH¢/ha). The
following concepts used in the partial budget
analysis are defined as follows: 1. Mean
grain yield is the average yield (kg/ha) of
each treatment in each year. 2. The gross
benefit per haisthe product of field price of
maize and themean yield for each treatment.
3. Thetotal variable costs (TVC) isthesum
of field cost of fertilizer and the cost of
fertilizer application. 4. The net benefit per
ha(NB) for each treatment isthe difference
between the gross benefit and the total
variable costs.

For each pair of treatments, a percent
marginal rate of return (MRR) was
calculated. The MRR% between any pair
of treatments denotes the return per unit of
investment in fertilizer expressed as a
percentage. To obtain an estimate of these
returns the MMR was calculated, which is
given by the following formulaz MRR
(between treatments, 1 and 2) = [changein
net benefit (NB,-NB,)/change in TVC
(TVC,-TVC)] x 100. Thus, a MRR of
100% impliesareturn of one Ghanacedi on
every Ghanacedi of expenditureinthegiven
variableinput.
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Results and discussion
Growth conditions and crop development
Total precipitation for the growing season
(June—October) at Wa, Jirapa and Tumu
were 702, 910 and 1032 mmin 2002 (Table
1). Amount of rainfall for the samelocations
in 2003 were 945, 923 and 829 mm,
respectively. Rainfall figures recorded for
Jirapawere obtained from ameteorol ogical
station at Babile which isabout 15 km west
of Jirapa. In 2002, the rainfall at Wa was
inadequate, particularly during the critical
crop growth stages (tasseling, silking and
grainfilling). Rainfall distribution wasmore
favourable at all sitesin 2003. Grain yield
was greater in 2003 than 2002, illustrating
the influence of weather on crop response
to N fertilizer. Rainfall amountswerelowest
in October each year. There was significant
heterogeneity of residual error variances
between years (P < 0.05); hence, the data
for both years are presented separately. In
both 2002 and 2003 plant density and N levels
showed no significant interaction for any
parameter measured or calcul ated, indicating
that the response of maize to N fertilizer

was independent on the plant populations
used in this study.

Plant density (row spacing) had significant
effect on days to 50% silk emergence at
Tumuin 2002, wheresilkingwassignificantly
delayed by high plant population density
stress (Table 2). Biomass yield was not
affected by row spacing in 2002, except at
Tumu when biomass was decreased at the
lowest plant density (row spacing of 0.80 x
0.50 m). Biomass yield of maize planted at
the highest density (spacing of 0.80 x 0.35
m) was 30% greater than those planted at
the lowest density at Tumu (Table 3).
Biomassyield was affected by plant density
in 2003 at Jirapa and Tumu. Biomass yield
of maize planted at the highest density was
17% and 23% greater than those planted at
the lowest density at Tumu and Jirapa,
respectively.

Averaged acrossplant density, silkingwas
significantly delayed by low N at Wain 2002
aswell asKpongu and Jirapain 2003 (Table
2). Applied N shortened the time from
emergence to midsilk at Wa in 2002 and
Jirapain 2003. Fertilized plants produced silk

TaBLE 1
Total monthly precipitation during the growing period of maize in 2002 and 2003.

Wa Tumu Babilet

2002 2003 2002 2003 2002 2003
Month mm
June 122 292 131 115 218 214
July 240 91 274 180 239 153
August 158 220 333 213 229 315
September 140 273 185 279 158 169
October 42 69 109 42 66 72
Total 702 945 1032 829 910 923

‘tPrecipitation amounts were unavailable for the Jirapalocation.
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TABLE 2
Effect of plant density and N fertilizer on silking date of maize planted in 2002 and 2003

2002 2003
Wa Kpongu  Jirapa TumuWa Wa Kpongu  Jirapa Tumu

days

Plant spacing

0.80x0.50m 62 64 66 60 58 55 56 62
0.80x 0.40m 63 64 66 62 59 56 56 62
0.80x0.35m 62 66 66 66 58 55 55 62
Lsd (0.05) NS NS NS 2 NS NS NS NS
N level (kg/ha)

0 66 66 66 62 59 54 54 63
90 60 62 66 62 58 56 56 62
135 61 62 66 61 58 58 59 62
N linear o NS NS NS NS * *k NS
N quadratic ** NS NS NS NS NS NS NS
CV (%) 3 3 3 6 2 3 1 2
Mean 62 63 66 62 58 56 56 62

*, ** and NS = significant at 5% and 1% probability levels and not significant, respectively

TABLE 3
Effect of plant density and N fertilizer on aboveground biomassyield of maize planted in 2002 and 2003

2002 2003
Wa Jirapa Tumu Wa Jirapa Tumu
kg/ha

Plant spacing
0.80x0.50m 2750 3437 2372 3050 2613 2995
0.80x0.40m 3130 3750 2767 3283 2778 3198
0.80x0.35m 3208 3958 3076 3263 3202 3500
Lsd (0.05) NS NS 342 NS 353 312
N level (kg/ha)
0 2809 2986 2302 2992 2539 2599
Q0 3232 3576 2990 3346 3128 3495
135 3049 4583 2924 3258 3027 3599
N linear NS ** ** NS ** **
N quadr aII C * * * * * * %
CV (%) 21 16 19 20 20 1
Mean 3029 3715 2738 3199 2881 3231

*, ** and NS = significant at 5% and 1% probability levels and not significant, respectively
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5 days earlier than those that were not
fertilized. Early silk production dueto added
N may have resulted from rapid growth of
plant parts leading to early development of
floral organelles. Stunted growth and N
stresswasvisually observed on unfertilized
mai ze plants. Theleaves of maize plantsthat
did not receive any fertilizer N were light
yellowish-green; plant growth wasslow and
flowering was delayed. When N supply is
limiting, leaves become the main source of
remobilized N to the grain. With adequate
N, maize leaves are dark green.

Maize biomass yield increased with
applied N in aquadratic manner at thethree
sites (Wa, Jirapaand Tumu) where biomass
was measured (Table 3). In al years, the
main effect of increasing N rate from 90 to
135 kg/ha did not result in increase in
biomassyield. Biomass production wasless
with the no fertilizer treatment than the 90
and 135 kg N/ha rates. Compared to
farmers’ practice (0 kg N/ha), the 90 kg N/
ha rate resulted in increase of 15%, 20%
and 30% more biomass production at Wa,
Jirapa and Tumu in 2002, respectively.
Increasing N application rate to 135 kg/ha
resulted in biomass yield increase over
control by 9%, 27% and 53% at Wa, Tumu
and Jirapa, respectively. In 2003, application
of 90 kg N/ha resulted in biomass yield
increases of 12%, 23% and 34% over no N
application at Wa, Jirapa and Tumu,
respectively. Biomass yield increases due
to the application of 135 kg N/hawere 9%,
19% and 38%, respectively, for Wa, Jirapa
and Tumuin 2003. Thereturn of crop residue
tothe soil could increase soil organic matter
content. Maize grown with low fertilizer
inputs may produce crop residue, which are
relatively deficient in N, and, therefore, its

incorporation into the soil can significantly
depresscrop yieldsdue toimmobilization of
soil N.

Grain yield

Grain yield over the 2 years were
generaly lower than the potential yield (>
6.0 t/ha) of the QPM hybrid due to weather
effects on seedling emergence and
establishment. Grain yield was not affected
by interaction effects or by the main effects
of plant density. The absence of N fertilizer
level x plant dendity interactionfor grainyield
and yield components indicated that grain
yield responseto applied N and N rates for
optimum yield were not affected by plant
density, although it isexpected that efficient
use of N by hybrid maize may beimproved
with higher plant density.

Averaged across N rate, grain yield was
similar among plant densities at al sites
(Table4). Thus, hybrid maize can be planted
in the range of 50 000 and 71 400 plants/ha
without significant yield reduction. Although
not statistically significant, maize planted at
highest density (spacing of 0.80 x 0.35 m)
tended to produce more grain than those
planted at the sub-optimal density of 50 000
plants/ha (spacing of 0.80 x 0.50 m). From
thisstudy, the contribution of plant population
to grain yield was minimal (4.2%). These
resultsdiffer from findingsin other regions,
wheregrainyieldincreased as plant density
was increased (von Qualen et al., 1993;
LaFarge & Hammer 2002; Conley et al.,
2005), but supported by thefindingsof others
(Ma et al., 2003; Aflakpui et al., 2005b).
The results suggest that hybrid maize was
somewhat flexible to plant density and
replanting may not be necessary in some
situations. Grain yield response to plant
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density might have been different for other
hybrids. Porter et al. (1997), however, found,
in a study with six adapted, high yielding
hybrids, that maize hybrids were similarly
affected by plant density and row spacing.

Thelack of significant plant density effect
on maizeyield may beduetointra- andinter-
competition at higher plant density. Plant
density is an efficient management tool for
maximizing grain yield by increasing the
capture of solar radiation within the canopy.
Efficiency of conversion of intercepted solar
radiation into economic yield is, however,
limited by mutual shading and competition
of plants. Plant populations greater than
necessary may reduce the plants’ ability to
copewith moisture stressand produce plants
with smaller stems which are more
susceptible to lodging. The highest plant
population consistently resulted in more
barren plants per hectare, which averaged
3% in comparison with lessthan 1% for the
lowest plant density. Increases in plant
growth, kernels per ear and in kernel weight
may help compensate for low plant
populations. As a result of this compensa-
tory power, grainyieldin cerealsisrelatively
insensitive to plant population (Anderson,
1986).

Averaged acrossplant density, grainyield
increased with N rate at al sites in 2002
and 2003 with significant linear and quadratic
responses, but maximum yieldswereusudly
achieved with N at 90 kg/ha (Table 4). The
linear and quadratic response of grainyield
toincreased N application rate agrees with
the results of others (Workayehu, 2000;
Aflakpui et al., 2005b). In 2002, the average
grainyield based on N rate was 1060, 2114
and 2268 kg/ha at 0, 90 and 135 kg N/ha,
respectively. Mean grain yield based on the

same N rates was 1430, 2230 and 2377 kg/
hain 2003. Grainyield increase wasaresult
of numerical increase in both ear numbers
and ear weight from 0O to 90 kg /ha applied
N. The 90 and 135 kg N/ha rates gave
similar grain yields that were significantly
greater than the yields from the farmers’
practice (0O kg N/ha) each year reflected
largely in the increase in ear numbers. The
number of ears harvested from the 0 kg N/
ha plots, on average, was significantly less
than those harvested from the 90 and 135
kg N/ha plots (data not shown). This is
because without adequate plant nutrients,
many plantswere barren. Theweight of ears
harvested from one hectare showsthe same
trend as number of ears.

Mean grain yield increases as a result of
90 kg N/haapplied over the control treatment
at Tumu, Jirapa, Kpongu and Wawere 39%,
85%, 101% and 303% in 2002, respectively.
The response to N was greatest in Wa in
2002 when rainfall was erratic. The reason
for abetter yield under uneven distribution
of rainfall could be that application of N
increased leaf area expansion and, thus,
photosynthetic activity, rooting volume and
water use efficiency, which all contributed
to better crop growth and development
(Nielsen & Halvorson, 1991; Sallah et al.,
1998). Meanyield increasesat Tumu, Jirapa,
Kpongu and Wa in 2003 were 31%, 83%,
63% and 51%, respectively. Across sites,
the application of 90 kg N/haresultedin mean
increases of 100% and 57% more grain in
2002 and 2003, respectively, while yield
increases of 114% and 66% were obtained
from the application of 135 kg N/ha.
Increasing N application rate to 135 kg/ha
did not resultinany significant yield increase
over the 90 kg N/ha rate in either year.
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TABLE 4
Effect of plant density and N fertilizer on grain yield of maize planted in 2002 and 2003

2002 2003
Wa Kpongu Jirapa Tumu Wa Kpongu Jirapa  Tumu
kgha

Plant spacing
0.80x0.50m 1638 1166 1734 1913 1927 1949 2013 1507
0.80x 0.40m 1855 1180 2011 2333 2080 2051 2318 1610
0.80x0.35m 2058 1397 2103 2378 2287 2490 2319 1672
Lsd (0.05) NS NS NS NS NS NS NS NS
N level (kg/ha)
0 609 699 1152 1778 1562 1533 1370 1253
90 2452 1406 2130 2469 2354 2504 2503 1637
135 2489 1639 2566 2378 2378 2453 2778 1898
N|Ineal’ * % * % * % * % * % * * % * %
N quadratic * NS NS *x NS NS NS *x
CV (%) 22 21 20 19 21 25 23 9
Mean 1850 1248 1949 2208 2098 2163 2217 1596

* ** and NS = significant at 5% and 1% probability levels and not significant, respectively

Greater grain yield increases with the
application of 90 kg N/ha when compared
to 135 kg N/harate meant that the 90 kg N/
ha was probably adequate to meet the N
requirements of hybrid maizeinthe savanna
Zone.

All plotsreceived uniform application of
Pfertilize, hence, theyield difference among
the treatments, when averaged across plant
densities, may be due to fertilizer N
application. Although measurements on root
growth were not done in this study, greater
yields with N application probably were a
result of improved leaf area expansion,
greater nutrient availability from other N
poolsand/or stimulation of root growth and
N uptake. Eghball & Maranville (1993)
found that the mean N influx of maize
increased with increasing soil N supply. The
increased yield with N application is
supported by the findings of others who

reported increasesin grain yields of cereals
with N application (Buah et al., 1998; Khoda
et al., 2000; Workayehu, 2000; Yamoah et
al., 2002; Aflakpui et al., 2005b; Conley et
al., 2005). The effect of N fertilizer
applicationinimproving soil fertility status
and sustainable crop production is
demonstrated in the increased grain yield
recorded in this study. Grain yield was a
function of dry matter production. Asaresult
of N fertilizer additions, the hybrid probably
produced more dry matter and had more
stem carbohydrates available for
tranglocation during grainfill.
Shortcomingsof past soil fertility research
inthiszoneincludelimited economic anaysis
of results and use of trial sites and
management that poorly represented those
of smallholder farmers. The soils used for
this study are typical upland soils used for
mai ze production in the Guineasavannazone
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of Ghana. The recommended fertilizer rate
for hybrid maize in the forest zone is 134-
56-56 kg/ha as N, P,O, and K,O for land
whichiscontinuously cropped (Aflakpui et
al., 2005a). As no previous research work
had been done on hybrid maize responseto
N rates and plant density in the area, a
‘blanket’ recommendation of 64-38-38 kg/
haasN, P,O, and K,O was being advocated
by agricultural extension agentsto farmers.
This recommendation was based on
experiment station results on open-pollinated
maize varieties developed more that two
decades ago and not specific to any agro-
ecology system.

The present results suggest that the
application of 90 kg N/hato hybrid maizein
the savannazoneiseconomically attractive
for the range of plant densities tested. This
rateislessthan the currently recommended
N rate for hybrid maize in the forest zone
but greater than the age-old fertilizer
recommendation of 64-38-38 g/ha as N,
P,O, and K,O. The need for high rates of
N applicationto exploit thefull yield potentia
of thishybridis, thus, imperative. Inthiszone,
soils are highly degraded and soil fertility
depletion is aready high, relatively small
amount of crop residuesand animal manures
are produced, hence, minera fertilizerswill
becomethe principal sourcesfor building up
nutrientsin soils. The benefitsto the greater
society from higher fertilizer use include
elimination of malnutrition, the achievement
of food sdf sufficiency andtheminimization
of nutrient mining.

Economic analysis

Economic analysis was done on the
combined results using the partial budget
technique. When compared to the treatment

combination of 62 500 plants/ha and 90 kg
N/ha, the 135 kg N/ha rate irrespective of
plant density had less net benefits but more
total variable cost (Table 5). Dominance
analysisled to the selection of thefollowing
four treatment combinations: low plant stand
(50 000 plants/ha) with no applied N
(farmers’ practice), 62 500 plants’ha with
no applied N, 50 000 plants/ha with 90 kg
N/haand 62 500 plants’/hawith 90 kg N/ha,
which were ranked in increasing order of
total coststhat vary. It isapparent that even
without N, maize planted at the recom-
mended plant density of 62 500 plantsha
(spacing of 0.80 x 0.40 m) gave MRR
greater than 100% when compared to the
sub-optimal plant density of 50 000 plants/
ha. Thus, farmersin the savanna zone may
plant hybrid maize at a plant density of
62 500 plants’hawithout N fertilizer provided
the soil isfertile.

Theapplication of 90 kg N/haconsistently
recorded the greatest net benefitsand MRR
(5564%) at the recommended plant density
of 62 500 plants/ha. Thus, for hybrid maize,
returnsto fertilizer useismorethan the 100%
rate of return usually assumed to be the
minimum required for small-scale farmers
to adopt thetype of technology widely. Asa
guide MRR of below 100% is considered
low and unacceptableto farmers(CIMMYT,
1988). Thisis because such areturn would
not offset the cost of capital (interest) and
other related transaction costs while still
giving an attractive profit margin to serve
as an incentive. Thus, the change from
farmers' practiceof nofertilizer application
to the application of 90 kg N/ha, which gave
more than 100% MRR, is a promising hew
practice for farmers under the prevailing
price structure. Thiscombination seemed an
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optimum for resource-poor risk-averse
farmersin the savanna zone. Results of the
study showed that the 135 kg N/ha rates
obviously added to the cost of production,
but did not add significantly to output. This
is evidenced by the fact that increasing the
N rate from 90 to 135 kg/ha, regardless of
plant density, did not result in corresponding
increasein grainyield or economic benefits
to merit the extracost that may beincurred.

Conclusion

Plant density did not affect response to
applied N. Grain yield response to applied
N and the optimum N application rateswere
generally similar for the range of plant
densities tested. Optimal N rate was not
affected by plant density, and plant density
may not be a major determinate of N
fertilizer requirements for maize. From the
study, N fertilizer use on hybrid maize at 90
kg N/ha gave economic yield response and
also provided higher returns at low risk to
farmers in this zone, regardless of plant
density. Tentatively, farmers in this zone
could plant hybrid maize at therecommended
plant density of 62 500 plants/hawith 90 kg
N/ha applied in two split doses. Increasing
N rate to 135 kg N/ha did not result in
corresponding increase in grain yield, or
economic benefits, to merit the extra
production cost that may be incurred. The
results of the study can be used to make
tentative recommendations, which can be
refined through multi-location testing over a
wider area.
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