
IF BASIC SLAG IS BACK  

 WHERE HAS IT BEEN? 
In the ‘good old days’ ‘Basic Slag’ was a high 
phosphate black dusty product that was available 
in 1 cwt bags  -  about the same size and density 
as cement and very difficult to spread accurately. 
But we loved it!   it worked to produce high quality forage with high 
sugars and high nutritional value.   It ‘sweetened’ the soil and            
encouraged clovers so we did not need much nitrogen. 
 

A normal application rate was around a half tonne to the acre every   3
-4 years.  It helped to keep the land in really good condition. 
 

Later on, it was sort of granulated and mixed with potash to form     
‘K Slag’.  A lot more money but still worked well and maintained the       
potash levels. 
 

In the 1970/80’s many of the steel works closed down including one 
of the biggest at Corby where around 100,000 tonnes per year of slag 
was produced.  ICI was one of the prime movers in the fertiliser      
industry and moved farmers away from natural clover based swards to 
intensive high nitrogen systems and because of this, slag was forgotten 
about as specialist grassland fertilisers were produced. 
 

This worked for a while, the soils were in pretty good shape and it was 
easy to get a response from ‘Extran’, ‘Extra Grass’, ‘Swardsman’ etc 
but the application of high rates of nitrogen would have a detrimental 
effect upon the soil until you could not grow grass without this high 
nitrogen drug. 
 

In the days of slag the grass tasted sweet, it was sweet with high sugars, 
high mineral content and highly nutritious.  Today most grass tastes 
foul, it is bitter and mostly ‘gunpowder’ grass i.e. high in potassium  
nitrate.  Your animals don’t like it  - but don’t have a choice and vets 
bills are high because mineral levels are too low. 
 

Trace minerals are essential including selenium, copper, & zinc etc, but 
the single most important nutrient bar none is calcium.  Slag contains a 
highly ‘available’ source of calcium. 
 

You may test your soil for pH, but this is not a measure of calcium.  
pH is a measure of the amount of hydrogen ions in the soil  -  it is a 
measure of acidity or alkalinity, but there are many ways to correct the 
pH including aeration and increasing biological activity. 
 
Most people use a local liming product and this may be OK, but over 
the past 20 years or so, the quality of lime has diminished.  You can 
adjust the pH of your soil but may not improve the ‘available’ calcium. 

Calcium affects:  Soil structure, plant cell wall, plant health, biological 
health of the soil, you, me and our animals.  We all need food with a 
high level of calcium.  MOST SOILS ARE TOO LOW IN        
CALCIUM and therefore the calcium levels in the UK diet have 
declined by 40% in the period 1960—1999. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Today’s ‘Basic Slag’ is an excellent source of calcium, higher in fact, than 
almost all other liming products.  So much so, that if you need lime 
then it would be perfectly logical to use ‘Basic Slag’.  
 

So what is the difference between ‘Basic Slag’ of the 60’s and 70’s and 
the ‘Basic Slag’ of today? 
 

In the old days ‘Basic Slag’ had phosphate levels of 12% - 16% and 
when applied at half a tonne to the acre, it supplied 120-160 units per 
acre and was enough phosphate to last for 3 to 4 years in most     
grassland situations.  Obviously calcium was another important      
ingredient, although the old ‘Basic Slag’ was not as high as today's  
product but still a good supply of ‘available’ calcium. 
 

Trace elements were and still are important.  Today’s product is     
generally higher in trace elements. 
 

The old ‘Basic Slag’ was a black, cement like product., difficult to spread 
accurately and a lot of work.  However, it was very good value for 
money.  There was a subsidy on the phosphate content which meant 
that farmers might have paid only 37/6 (37 shillings and 6 pence per 
tonne).  Spreading was about 7/6 (seven shillings and six pence per 
tonne).  This made a grand total of £1. 2s 6d  per acre when applied at 
10 cwt.  Mind you, milk was not worth much at 5d a pint and wheat 
was around £17 per tonne with a high yield of 2.5 tonnes/acre i.e. £42
-£50 per acre. 
 
 
 The future lies in 

BIO-LOGICAL FARMING SOLUTIONS 

Issue 1 

SOIL FERTILITY SERVICES LIMITED 
Promoting Bio-Logical Farming Solutions 

 



 

SOIL FERTILITY 
SERVICES LIMITED 

 

working hand in hand with  
UK farmers and their soils to find  
more efficient and more effective 

 

BIO-LOGICAL FARMING SOLUTIONS 
 

If  you want our expert advice,  
please ring us on  

 

01366 347247 

In those days the ore for steel making was mined locally, the   

steel works were situated on  the iron rich minerals. During the       

extraction process calcium lime is introduced to help remove the 

iron from the ore.  The residue after the iron has been removed is 

the ‘Basic Slag’ which is then ground down to powder and 
bagged. 
 

Phosphate 

The iron ore mined in the UK was quite high in natural phosphate 

hence the high phosphate slag.  Today the ore is imported from 

Australia, Brazil and other areas of the world and is much lower 

in phosphate although still very useful. 
 

‘Basic Slag’ is still an excellent soil conditioner, liming agent,     

provider of trace minerals plus phosphate, calcium, magnesium, 

manganese and boron etc. 
 

Most soils are not low in phosphate, often it is simply ‘locked-up’ 

and usually because of an imbalance in other nutrients in the soil. 
 

Applying ‘Basic Slag’ at one tonne to the acre will supply around 

36 units of phosphate, but because of the high calcium, high     
silicon and paramagnetic value, the ‘available’ levels in the soil 

will go UP by more than the 36 units you just applied. 
 

Boron 

This is another essential element that is present in ‘Basic Slag’.  

These days, most of the soils we test in the main grass growing 

areas are low in boron.  Boron affects mobility of calcium from 

the soil into the crop.  You can have a high calcium soil but if 
boron is low calcium will not be taken up. 
 

Manganese 

An element that is often ‘locked up’ but is extremely important 

affecting animal reproductive systems, ‘Basic Slag’ supplies     

manganese in just the right balance and ratio. 
 

An excess of any one nutrient can be more harmful to soils and 

plant health than a deficiency, hence the need for a comprehensive 

soil analysis.  It is very important that ‘Basic Slag’ is used at the 

correct rate for your soil  -  too much may be worse than too little. 
 

This is why we provide any prospective user of ‘Basic Slag’ with 

the opportunity to have a FREE OF CHARGE (subject to terms 

& conditions) soil audit, measuring  hydrogen (pH), phosphate, 

potassium & magnesium.  All this at no cost—but you have to 

take the samples.   

 
 

 

 

We pay postage and will send you the results with                     

recommendations and if ‘Basic Slag’ is not right for your soils, 

then we will tell you what is. 
 

We are a small company dedicated to improving soil fertility,   

helping farmers to move toward a biological approach to         

improving their soils. 
 

We encourage min-till, sometimes no-till and now and again 

ploughing.  We continually strive to try to understand the soil life 

and its effects i.e. if you have weed pressure  -  docks etc, then it 

is an indication that something is wrong in the soil  -  often      

calcium is too low. 
 

Improving the soil is not a quick fix but more  a most  interesting 
journey.   
 

The first step is identification with the soil audit to find out what 

is going on.  The second step is to stop using products that are 

damaging to the soil life.  The third step is to find an affordable 

sustainable maintenance programme that includes the use of    

recycled products whenever benefit to agriculture can be         
identified. 

 

                        The grass is always greener with 
 

         ôBasic Slagõ 
                              (Steelworks Slag 

                                 with Paramagnetic value) 
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