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Efficient N fertilization is crucial for economic 
wheat production and is of great agronomical and envi-

ronmental significance. Excessive N leads to yield and quality 
losses due to increased lodging and lower grain test weights or 
due to overstimulation of plant foliage (Bundy and Andraski, 
2004). Excessive N application also increases the potential for 
nitrate enrichment of ground and surface waters. However, 
insufficient applied N will cause lower yield and lower GPC, 
therefore decreasing profits. Wheat producers are interested in 
wheat grain yield but more importantly in its quality.

The most important wheat quality parameter is grain protein 
concentration because it affects the milling and baking quality 
of the grain and because wheat growers generally receive a pre-
mium for high protein concentration (McKenzie et al., 2006). 
Previous studies have reported that the maximum GPC is 
generally attained at N levels much higher than those required 
to reach maximum yield (Campbell et al., 1997; Fowler, 2003). 
Wheat is traded according to several other criteria and different 
tests have been used as quality parameters. For instance, the test 
weight is still widely used for price determinations in cereals, 
although it does not give any indication of flour quality (Kleijer 
et al., 2007). According to the USDA (1977), a test weight of 

at least 746 kg m–3 is required. However, previous research has 
shown that the test weight is an unreliable predictor of milling 
quality (Hook, 1984). Schuler et al. (1994) reported a strong 
correlation between test weight and flour protein content. 
Another wheat quality parameter, TKW, measures the mass of 
the wheat kernel and provides an indication of potential flour 
extraction. According to Hook (1984), this parameter is influ-
enced by site, year, cultivar, and grain moisture content.

Wheat yield and quality are influenced by many other factors, 
such as crop rotation and tillage systems (Carr et al., 2008), 
source of N fertilizer (Yang et al., 2011), and timing of N applica-
tion (Karamanos et al., 2005). Wheat N requirements are high 
during tillering, stem elongation, booting, heading, and grain 
filling for reproductive organ development and for increased pro-
tein accumulation in kernel (Delogu et al., 1998). Split applica-
tion of N fertilizer can help to synchronize N supply with wheat 
N demand. Because crops, including wheat, remove around 50% 
(Nyiraneza et al., 2010) of the applied N fertilizer, unused N can 
be lost through leaching, denitrification, or volatilization.

In view of the importance of synchronizing N fertilizer applica-
tion with wheat N needs to achieve high grain yield and quality, 
there is a need for a tool that can accurately assess crop N fertil-
ization status (Ortuzar-Iragorri et al., 2005). Instantaneous and 
nondestructive chlorophyll meter readings represent an alternative 
to traditional tissue analysis for diagnosing crop N status and this 
approach has been used in barley (Hordeum vulgaris L.) (Wien-
hold and Krupinsky, 1999), corn (Zea mays L.) (Schepers et al., 
1992), rice (Oryza sativa L.) (Peng et al., 1993), potatoes (Solanum 
tuberosum L.) (Ziadi et al., 2011), and wheat (Follett et al., 1992; 
Ziadi et al., 2010). Chlorophyll meter readings are influenced by 
moisture availability and cultivar differences (Spaner et al., 2005).
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Wheat N fertilizer is also influenced by weather 
such as the amount and frequency of rainfall and 
temperature during the growing season. According to 
Zhang and Oweis (1999), the sensitive growth stage of 
wheat to water stress are from elongation to booting, 
followed by anthesis and by grain filling. Calvino et 
al. (2003) reported that more than 84% of wheat yield 
variability was explained by water availability dur-
ing the period of flowering. Temperature is another 
important factor that regulates wheat growing. 
According to Hatfield et al. (2011), rising tempera-
ture above 25 to 35°C would shorten the grain-filling 
period and reduce wheat yield.

Soil surface texture is another important soil param-
eter that influences crop productivity because of its 
significant influence on soil organic matter storage (Bird 
et al., 2000), microbial biomass (Franzluebbers et al., 
1996), N mineralization (Hassink, 1994), and crop N 
requirements (Oberle and Keeney, 1990). For instance, 
Oberle and Keeney (1990) reported that corn N require-
ments were lower on irrigated loamy sandy soils than 
on silt loam soils in a study conducted in the northern 
U.S. Corn Belt. However, few studies have examined the 
effects of soil texture on wheat N response (Lehane and 
Staple, 1965; McConkey et al., 1996). The contribution 
of soil texture to crop yield variability across the land-
scape has been reported in previous studies (Cox et al., 
2003; Cambouris et al., 2006), indicating the need for 
variable-rate N fertilization. Others studies, such as those 
conducted in eastern Canada by Nolin et al. (1989) and 
Leclerc et al. (2001), have demonstrated that soil texture 
is the most important component in the soil fertility clas-
sification system. To optimize N fertilization in wheat 
production, it is necessary to have a better understanding 
of the wheat yield and quality response to N fertilization 
for different surface soil textures. Our objectives were to 
(i) assess the effect of soil surface texture and N fertil-
ization (N rate and N timing) on N uptake, N uptake 
efficiency, wheat yield and grain quality in spring milling 
wheat production; and (ii) study the relationship between 
GY, N uptake, and GPC as estimated by relative chloro-
phyll meter readings taken at tillering (before the second 
N fertilizer application) and at flowering.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
Site Description and Treatments

A field experiment was conducted over 12 site-years 
in Québec, Canada: two sites per year at Acadie in 
2004, 2005, and 2006; Lanoraie in 2004, 2005, and 
2006; Ste.Victoire in 2004; and St. Ours in 2005 
and 2006 (Table 1). The selected sites had different 
surface soil textures: C (clayey), L (loamy), Sp (sandy, 
belonging to the Podzolic soil order), and Sg (sandy, 
belonging to the Gleysolic soil order). Soil properties 
and climatic conditions are presented in Table 1 and 
Fig. 1. Eight N treatments were considered: N0, N40, 
N80, N120, N120t, N120s, N160, and N200 kg N 
ha–1. For the treatments N40, N80, N120, N160, and 
N200 kg N ha–1, 30 kg N ha–1 was broadcast at sowing T
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and the remainder was applied once at stem elongation. For the 
treatment N120t, 50% was applied at sowing and the rest at 
the tillering stage (CRAAQ, 2003). For the N120s treatment, 
120 kg N ha–1 was broadcast applied at sowing. A randomized 
complete block design with four replicates was used at each 
experimental site. Ammonium nitrate (34–0–0) was broad-
cast at planting and calcium ammonium nitrate (27–0–0) was 
broadcast during subsequent applications. At planting, P and 
K fertilizers were applied as triple superphosphate (0–46–0) 
and potassium chloride (0–0–60), respectively, according to 
soil analysis and local recommendations (CRAAQ, 2003). The 
experimental unit measured 10 by 10 m, and the cultivar AC 
Barries, a recommended cultivar for Québec, was sowed at all 
sites at a rate of 150 kg ha–1 with 0.15-m row spacing.

Soil and Plant Sample Collection and Analysis

Before planting, composite soil samples were taken from 
each site in the surface layer (0–20 cm) for the chemical and 
physical analyses. Particle-size analysis was performed by the 
hydrometer method after organic matter oxidation (Sheldrick 
and Wang, 1993). Organic matter content was determined by 
wet oxidation (Tiessen and Moir, 1993). Soil pH was measured 
in distilled water with a 1:2 soil/solution ratio (Hendershot et 
al., 1993a). Cation exchange capacity was analyzed with the 
ammonium acetate at pH 7 (Hendershot et al., 1993b).

Grain yield and aboveground biomass were determined in 
each plot using a plot combine (Wintersteiger, Model NM-
Elite) on a 10 m2 (6.7 by 1.5 m) area located in the middle of 
each plot. Shoot biomass was weighed fresh, and subsamples 
of approximately 500 g were collected for analysis. Subsamples 
were dried at 55°C in a forced-draft oven for 7 d, ground in 
a Wiley mill to pass a 1-mm screen, and stored at room tem-
perature before laboratory analysis. The grain was dried at 
55°C until constant mass was achieved, and the grain yield was 
adjusted to 13.5% moisture (CRAAQ, 2003). Samples of 0.1 g 
of dried and ground shoots and seeds were digested using a 
mixture of sulfuric and selenious acids, as described by Isaac and 
Johnson (1976). The N concentrations in plant tissue were mea-
sured on a Lachat QuikChem 8000 autoanalyzer using Lachat 
method 15-501-3 (Zellweger Analytics Inc., Lachat Instru-
ments, 2005, Milwaukee, WI). Test weight was determined 
using the 0.5 L measure according to the method described by 
the Canadian Grain Commission board (2011) (http://www.
grainscanada.gc.ca/wheat-ble/method-methode/wmtm-mmab-
eng.htm). Briefly, the grain in the container is poured into the 
pan of an approved electronic scale for weighing. The computer 
connected to the scale calculates the test weight of the grain in 
kilograms per hectoliter from grams weighed by the scale.

Thousand kernel weight was determined for each sample 
with a seed counter, and the weight was measured on a precision 

Fig. 1. Rainfall pattern at studied sites. Daily precipitation data were collected at Iberville meteorological station for the sites 
situated at Acadie; at Joliette meteorological station for the sites situated at Lanonaraie; and at Sorel meteorological station for 
the sites situated at Ste Victoire and St. Ours.
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balance. Each measurement was performed in triplicate. Grain 
protein concentration (GPC) was calculated as the grain N con-
centration multiplied by 5.7 (g kg–1) (http://www.grainscanada.
gc.ca/wheat-ble/method-methode/wmtm-mmab-eng.htm). 
Total N uptake was calculated by multiplying total N concentra-
tion (%) by aboveground dry matter (kg ha–1). Nitrogen uptake 
efficiency was calculated as follows: (N uptake in fertilized plot–
N uptake in the control treatment)/applied N fertilizer.

Chlorophyll content was measured at two different times 
using a chlorophyll meter (Minolta SPAD-502, Spectrum 
Technologies Inc., Plainfield, IL). The first measurement was 
taken at tillering and the second at flowering. The readings 
were performed on the topmost fully expanded leaf, and read-
ings were taken from a point half the distance between the leaf 
tip and the collar and halfway from the leaf margin to the mid-
rib (Ziadi et al., 2010). Recorded data consisted of 30 randomly 
chosen plants, on average, from each plot. Relative CMR was 
calculated as the ratio between treatment mean CMR and the 
highest mean CMR.

Statistical Analysis

Analysis of variance was performed using the MIXED PRO-
CEDURE of SAS (SAS Institute, 2004), to assess the effects of 
fertilization and soil surface texture on wheat yield, N uptake, 
N uptake efficiency, test weight, TKW, and GPC. Since not all 

the textural groups were present every year, year-sites served as 
replicates for textural groups, and fertilization and soil textural 
groups were treated as fixed effects, while year-site × textural 
class and block (site-year) were treated as random factors. The 
relationships between relative CMR and GY, total N uptake, 
and GPC were assessed using the REG PROCEDURE of SAS 
(SAS Institute, 2004). The DIFF option of SAS was used to 
perform a multiple comparison among treatments and when 
the interaction between main effects was significant, the 
SLICE statement of SAS was used to partition the interaction.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Characteristics of Studied Sites

Studied sites were located in humid soil moisture regimes 
with growing season rainfall mean annual temperatures rang-
ing from 5.4 to 8.5°C (Table 1). Rainfall pattern was different 
each year and across sites (Fig. 1). Overall, year 2006 received 
more rain than 2005 and 2004, especially in May and August 
(Fig. 1). June was rainier in 2005 than in 2004, whereas July was 
rainy in 2004 than July 2005 and 2006 (Fig. 1). Averaged across 
site-years, C and L textural groups (Acadie sites) received more 
rain (465 mm) than Sg (Ste Victoire and St. Ours sites) which 
received an average of 446.9 mm while Sp textural group (Lano-
raie sites) received an average of 421.5 mm (Fig. 1). Soil organic 
matter ranged from 18 to 43 g kg–1, while pH values ranged 

Fig. 2. Comparison of volumetric water content between a sandy soil belonging to podzolic soil order (Sp) and a sandy soil 
belonging to a gleysolic soil order in 2004 at 0.10-, 0.20-, 0.45-, and 0.75-m depth. Measurements were performed with Time 
domain reflectometers (TDR model Tektronix 1502C). Textural groups were determined in the 0 to 0.2 m soil layer.
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from 5.9 to 7.3. Clay content ranged from 50 to 460 g kg–1 and 
the sand content varied between 79 and 891 g kg–1. Four surface 
soil textural groups (0–0.2 m) were identified: clayey (C), loamy 
(L), sandy soils belonging to the Podzolic soil order (Sp), and 
sandy soils belonging to the Gleysolic soil order (Sg) (Table 1). 
Podzolic sandy soils are different from Gleysolic sandy soils, as 
the latter type has a higher water retention capacity and a higher 
level of soil organic matter than the former (Table 1, Fig. 2). The 
organic matter content in Sg group ranged from 38 to 43 g kg–1 
and from 20 to 27 g kg–1 in Sp group (Table 1). Figure 2 reports 
weekly measurements of volumetric water content assessed at 
0.10-, 0.20-, 0.45-, and 0.75-m depth in 2004. It is clear that 
Sg textural group had in general higher water content than Sp 
group. Spring mineral N (0–0.20 m) was also analyzed and 
values ranged in this order: Sg > Sp > C > L (Fig. 3) although 
not statistically significant. The high levels in light textured soils 
than C and L can probably be explained by the fact that the 
latter drain slowly and take longer to warm up than sandy ones. 
The previously grown crops were soybean, potato, and wheat, 
but soybean was predominant (Table 1).

Effects of Nitrogen Rate and Soil Texture 
on Wheat Yield, Nitrogen Uptake, 

and Nitrogen Uptake Efficiency

Nitrogen fertilization had a highly significant effect on almost 
all measured parameters (Table 2). Wheat grain yield ranged from 
1.5 to 2.6 Mg ha–1 and the values are comparable to those (1.5–
2.9 Mg ha–1) obtained for spring wheat by Manning et al. (2001) 
in a 2-yr study done in Manitoba, Canada, using N rates varying 
between 0 and 135 kg N ha–1. Grain yield levels in our study are 
in the same range but slightly lower than those (1.7–3.6 Mg ha–1) 
reported by Tran and Tremblay (2000) in a 2-yr study conducted 
in Québec with N rates ranging from 0 to 180 kg N ha–1. The 

highest N rate (N200) gave a lower grain yield than N120t which 
was comparable to that for N80 (Table 2).

Straw N uptake, grain N uptake, and total N uptake tended 
to increase proportionally to the N rate. However, grain N 
uptake associated with N200 was comparable to that of N120 
and N120t treatments. Total N uptake ranged from 39 to 
96 kg N ha–1 (Table 2). These values are of the same magnitude 
as those (53.7–132.7 kg ha–1) reported by Tran and Tremblay 
(2000;) in Québec, Canada, at N rates varying between 0 and 
180 kg N ha–1 and those reported by Tiessen et al. (2005; 
52.2–124 kg ha–1) in Manitoba at N rate of 80 kg N ha–1. The 
total N uptake for the N120s treatment was lower than that 
obtained for the N120 and N120t treatments (Table 2).

Fig. 3. Spring mineral N (NO3–N + NH4–N) (0-0.2 m) content 
per textural group averaged over site-years. Vertical bars 
indicate standard error of the mean. Textural groups were 
determined in the 0–0.2 m soil layer.

Table 2. Effects of soil texture and N fertilization on wheat yield, N uptake, and N uptake efficiency.

Source of variation Yield straw Yield grain† Total yield Straw N uptake Grain N uptake Total N uptake N uptake efficiency‡
—————-Mg ha–1—————– —————kg ha–1——————— %

Soil textural group
C§ 3.2b¶ 2.1a 5.4b 18.7b 49.1a 67.8b 32.8a
L 4.4a 2.6a 7.1a 26.1a 61.7a 88.4a 38.6a
Sg 2.6c 1.9a 4.5c 22.6a 50.1a 72.7b 33.5a
Sp 2.9c 2.1a 4.9bc 25.6a 51.9a 77.6ab 41.6a
N fertilization
N0 2.0d 1.5d 3.5d 9.4e 29.7d 39.1e –
N40 2.7c 1.9c 4.7c 12.6d 41.4c 54.0d 37.2b
N80 3.2b 2.3b 5.5b 22.6c 56.7b 79.3c 50.2a
N120 3.6a 2.3b 5.9a 28.5b 59.7a 88.2ab 40.9ab
N120t 3.6a 2.6a 6.3a 23.3c 63.1a 86.4b 39.4b
N120s 3.5a 2.4ab 5.9a 20.5c 56.1b 76.6c 31.2b
N160 3.7a 2.2b 5.9a 33.2a 59.0a 92.2b 33.2b
N200 3.8a 2.2b 6.0a 35.9a 60.0a 96.0a 28.4c
Analysis of variance (p value)
Texture  <0.001 0.05 <0.01 0.01 0.10 0.0018 0.42
Treatment <0.001 <0.001  <0.01 <0.01 <0.001  <0.001  <0.001
Texture × Treatment 0.47 0.19 0.20 0.79 0.12 0.11 0.48
† Only the overall means are reported as the interaction between texture and N fertilizer was not significant.
‡ N uptake efficiency was calculated as the difference between total N uptake (straw + grain) in the treatment minus total N uptake in the control treatment divided by N 
fertilizer applied.
§ C: clayey; L: loamy; Sg: sandy, belonging to the Gleysolic soil order; Sp: sandy, belonging to the Podzolic soil order. Textural groups were determined in the 0 to 0.2 m 
soil layer.
¶ Means followed by the same letter are not significantly different at 0.05 probability level.
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The total N uptake efficiency ranged from 28 to 50%. Our 
data are in the same range as those in the studies reported by 
Tiessen et al. (2005) and Tran and Tremblay (2000), which 
reported N uptake efficiency varying from 17 to 55% and from 
31 to 52%, respectively. The highest N uptake efficiency was 
associated with the N80 treatment. Lower values were associated 
with the highest N rate, which is consistent with the findings of 
studies on corn (Gagnon and Ziadi, 2010) and potato (Zvomuya 
et al., 2003). Decreased N uptake efficiency at high N rates indi-
cates that plants cannot use N at the higher rates or that N losses 
exceed the rate of plant N uptake (Fageria and Baligar, 2005).

Soil surface textural group effect was significant on straw yield, 
total yield, straw N uptake, grain N uptake, and total N uptake. 
This is most likely due to the influence that soil texture has on 
soil physical properties and on nutrient cycling. High values 
for total yield (7.1 Mg ha–1, overall mean) and total N uptake 
(88.4 kg ha–1) were found in loamy soils (Table 2). Surface soil 
texture has been described as an important factor in the forma-
tion of soil fertility groups (Nolin et al., 1989; Leclerc et al., 2001). 
In Québec, the recommended N rate for wheat ranges from 90 
to 120 kg N ha–1 for fine and coarse-textured soils, respectively 
(CRAAQ, 2010). Our findings are in line with previous studies 
which showed that soil texture has a strong influence on crop 
yield variability (Cox et al.; 2003; Cambouris et al., 2006) and 
crop N requirements (Oberle and Keeney, 1990).

In addition to yield levels and uptake efficiency, wheat qual-
ity parameters are of interest to wheat growers because of their 
influence on processing quality.

Effects of Nitrogen Rate and Soil  
Texture on Grain Protein Concentration,  

Test Weight, and Thousand Kernel Weight

Low GPC is linked to economic losses to wheat producers 
through denial of protein premiums. Nitrogen is an essential com-
ponent of grain protein, and therefore N supply to the wheat affects 
GPC. Grain protein concentration ranged from 12.9 to 17.8 g kg–1 
(Fig. 4). These values are in the same range as those (13.2–18.2) 
reported by McKenzie et al. (2006) in a study conducted over 26 
site-years in Saskatchewan, Manitoba, and Alberta, Canada, using 
an application rate of 120 N kg ha–1. Except in the N0 treatment, 
the GPC obtained was higher than the critical level (13.5 g kg–1) 
reported for spring wheat in the eastern Canadian prairies (Flaten 
and Racz, 1997). Nitrogen fertilizer rate effect, soil textural group 
and their interaction were significant on GPC, TKW, and on test 
weight (Table 3). The significant interaction means that the effects 
of N fertilizer on these parameters were different according to the 
soil type. Grain protein concentration tended to increase propor-
tionally to N rate in clay and Sp textural groups (Fig. 4A). Con-
versely, high GPC corresponded to N rate of 80 and 120 kg N ha–1 
and then decreased in loam and Sg textural groups, respectively 
(Fig. 4A). Previous studies have reported that it may be necessary to 
apply N fertilizer at rates above those required for maximum grain 
yield, to obtain the GPC price premium (Fowler, 2003).

According to Fowler (2003) and Palta and Fillery (1993), 
when available N is insufficient to reach the maximum yield, the 
N applied at the time of seeding mainly contributes to increasing 
yield. Late applications are more effective at increasing protein 
concentration than early applications. By contrast, if available N 
is sufficient to achieve maximum yield, N applied at seeding will 
be as effective as N applied later in the growing season. Accord-
ing to McKenzie et al. (2006, 2008), as GPC increases from 
11 to 15.5 g kg–1, wheat growers receive an incremental price 
premium that varies annually depending on market conditions. 
Therefore, in this study, the split application of N fertilizer at a 
rate of 120 kg N ha–1 was sufficient to maximize yield and attain 
the GPC level needed for the maximum price premium.

Thousand kernel weight, which measures the mass of the wheat 
kernel, is used by wheat breeders and flour millers as a complement 
to test weight to better describe potential flour extraction. The 
TKW ranged from 27 to 29.7 g 1000 grains–1 (Fig. 4B). These 

Fig. 4. Influence of soil surface textural groups on: (A) grain 
protein concentration (GPC); (B) thousand kernel weight 
(TKW); and (C) test weight. Vertical bars indicate the 
standard error of the mean. C: clayey; L: loamy; Sg: sandy, 
belonging to the Gleysolic soil order; Sp: sandy, belonging to 
the Podzolic soil order. Textural groups were determined in 
the 0 to 0.2 m soil layer.
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values are in the same range but lower than those (26–37 g 1000 
grains–1) reported by Melaj et al. (2003) in a study conducted 
in Argentina on a loamy soil with an N rate of 120 kg N ha–1 
applied in one or two applications. Our values fall in the lower 
part of the range (32.5–38.7 g 1000 grains–1) reported by Lukow 
and McVetty (1991) in an experiment conducted in Manitoba 
using eight genetically diverse spring cultivars. The N rate effect 
on TKW was different depending on soil textural group and an 
increase of TKW was observed up to 120 kg N ha–1 for C, Sg, 
and Sp textural groups while we observed an inverse relationship 
between N rate and TKW in L textural group. Grain weight is 
influenced not only by soil properties and N fertilization, but also 
by environmental conditions, such as temperature, and the pattern 
of growing degree day accumulation (Melaj et al., 2003).

Test weight (kilograms per hectoliter), which has tradition-
ally been used as a quality parameter of cereals in a large number 
of countries and is still used to set the price level, is affected by 
environmental and genotypic factors (Kleijer et al., 2007). Test 
weight varied between 74.2 and 75.3 kg hL–1. Our values are of 
the same magnitude as those (66.7–86.2 kg hL–1) reported by 
Kleijer et al. (2007) but lower than those (76.2–79.6 kg hL–1) 
obtained by Lukow and McVetty (1991). Applying N levels 
>120 kg N ha–1 did not increase the test weight values (Fig. 4C). 
In general the maximum test weight was obtained at 120 kg N 
ha–1 in C, Sp, and Sg textural groups and was inversely related to 
N fertilizer rate in C group (Fig. 4C). Test weight is influenced by 
environmental factors such as high temperatures during grain fill-
ing, rainfall before harvest, and crop diseases (Kleijer et al., 2007). 
Test weight gives no indication as to whether the tested material 
consists of well-filled grain, low-density shriveled grain, poorly 
filled grain, or damaged grain (Schuler et al., 1995). In addi-
tion, previous studies have found no relationship between flour 
yield and test weight (Schuler et al., 1995; Kleijer et al., 2007). 
Therefore, the usefulness of this test is being called into question 
(Kleijer et al., 2007). Test weight and TKW decreased as N fertil-
izer rate was increased in L textural group. Loam textural had 
high straw, grain and total yield, and high N uptake than other 
textural groups (Table 2), and the maximum GPC was reached at 
80 kg N ha–1 (Table 2, Fig. 4A). Moreover, its CMR content was 
higher at tillering than in other textural groups (Fig. 5A). These 
results suggest that loam textural group had high available min-
eral N which decreased test weight and TKW as was previously 
reported by Bundy and Andraski (2004) on test weight.

Effect of Nitrogen Fertilizer Application 
Time on Grain Yield, Grain Nitrogen Uptake, 

Nitrogen Uptake Efficiency, Grain Protein 
Concentration, and Chlorophyll Meter Readings

Determining the appropriate time to apply N fertilizer at the 
recommended rate is essential to optimize N management, while 
maintaining higher wheat yield and quality levels. This study 
shows that applying N before the point of peak demand permit-
ted an increase in grain yield and grain N uptake compared to the 
application of the whole amount at sowing (Table 2). In addition, 
the uptake efficiency was 26 to 29% higher with N120 and N120t 
treatments compared with N120s (Table 2). Grain protein con-
centration was higher in N120 and N120t treatments than N120s 
in L and Sp textural groups and N120 treatment had higher 
values of GPC in C and Sg textural groups (Table 3). Our results 

corroborate those of previous studies which reported increased N 
use efficiency (Grant et al., 1985; Sowers et al., 1994) and higher 
GPC (Fowler, 2003; López-Bellido et al., 2006) following late 
top-dressing N fertilization. In all textural groups, higher values of 
CMR were observed with N120t treatment (Fig. 5). We expected 
to see higher CMR values with the N120s treatment than with 
N120t as the former treatment provided the whole amount at 
sowing and the latter treatment supplied only 50% of the recom-
mended N fertilizer. This shows that it is not efficient to apply the 
whole amount of N fertilizer at sowing, because N is released when 
the plants are not fully developed and the unused amount can be 
lost. Split application of N fertilizer improves the synchronization 
of N supplied with crop N demand and can help to minimize 
N losses while increasing N use efficiency. The main challenge is 
to determine the N fertilizer rate and application time that will 
maximize yield and minimize losses while ensuring quality yields. 
It is very important to have a tool that can assess in-season crop N 
fertilization status (Ortuzar-Iragorri et al., 2005).

Effect of Nitrogen Fertilizer Rate and Soil 
Textural Group on Chlorophyll Meter Readings

The CMR approach has the advantage of being faster than 
tissue or soil testing for N. We found that N fertilizer and soil 
texture had a significant effect on CMR taken either at tillering or 
at flowering, and the interaction between fertilization and soil tex-
tural group was significant (data not reported). Nitrogen response 
fertilizer was more on CMR taken at flowering than that taken 
at tillering (Fig. 5A and 5B). Higher CMR values were observed 
in C and L compared with the Sg and Sp soil textural groups 
during both sampling periods (Fig. 5). Chlorophyll meter readings 

Table 3. Summary of ANOVA on the effects of soil texture 
and N fertilization on grain protein concentration (GPC), 
thousand kernel weight (TKW), and test weight.

GPC TKW Test weight 
g kg–1 g kg hL–1

Analysis of variance (p value)
Texture <0.001 0.008 0.047
Treatment <0.001 <0.001 0.008
Texture × Treatment <0.001 <0.001 <0.001
C texture group†
N120 16.4a‡ 29.8b 75.6b
N120s 14.4b 30.9a 76.1a
N120t 14.9b 31.3a 76.6a
L texture group
N120 15.7a 26.8b 74.0a
N120s 14.5b 27.9a 74.7a
N120t 15.6a 27.7a 74.3a
Sg texture group
N120 17.6a 28.6a 74.7a
N120s 15.6b 29.3a 74.3a
N120t 16.1b 29.1a 74.2a
Sp texture group
N120 18.3a 31.1a 76.2a
N120s 16.5b 30.4a 76.2a
N120t 18.0a 30.8a 75.2b
† C: clayey; L: loamy; Sg: sandy, belonging to the Gleysolic soil order; Sp: sandy, 
belonging to the Podzolic soil order. Textural groups were determined in the 0 
to 0.2 m soil layer.
‡ Means followed by the same letter are not statistically significant at 0.05 prob-
ability level.
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ranged from 39.9 to 47.8 in C, from 44.4 to 48.1 in L, from 31.9 
to 41.5 in Sp, and from 29.9 to 38.3 in Sg for CMR taken before 
the second application of N fertilizer (Fig. 5A). Similarly, CMR 
values ranged from 39.9 to 50.8 in C, from 40.4 to 45.9 in L, from 
26.5 to 41.5 in Sp, and from 26 to 40.9 in Sg for CMR taken at 
flowering (Fig. 5B). Chlorophyll meter readings can be expected 
to increase as soil N availability increases (Follett et al., 1992). 
The textural groups C and L had high values of CMR, high straw 
yield, grain yield, and total yield than sandy soils and yet the total 
N uptake in all textural groups were comparable (Table 2, Fig. 5). 
As the biomass produced increases the N concentration decreases 
by the dilution phenomenon of plant N by C assimilates (Justes 
et al., 1994), our results imply that sandy soils were associated 
with higher N concentration than in clay and loam ones (Table 2). 

The results from this study indicate that soil surface texture is an 
important parameter influencing wheat N response and wheat 
quality parameters. Therefore, the recommended N rate needs to 
be adjusted taking into account differences in soil surface textures.

Relationship between Chlorophyll  
Meter Readings and Grain Yield, Total  

Nitrogen Uptake, and Grain Protein Content

It would be advantageous to obtain chlorophyll meter read-
ings at an early growth stage when the crop can still respond to 
top-dressed N fertilizer (Follett et al., 1992). In this study, the 
first CMR was taken before the second application of N fertil-
izer at tillering and the second one at flowering. Relative CMR 
values which were calculated as the ratio between treatment 
mean CMR and the highest mean CMR were correlated with 
grain yield, N uptake, and GPC. In all cases, a positive relation-
ship was found between the relative CMR and the dependent 
variables, and relative CMR taken at flowering explained higher 
variation of grain yield, N uptake, and GPC than those taken at 
tillering (Fig. 6). The variation in wheat yield, N uptake and GPC 
explained by the relative CMR taken at tillering was 74, 19, and 
6%, whereas it was of 87%, 88%, and 73% for the relative CMR 
taken at flowering (Fig. 6). A timely sidedress N application need 
to be performed before the period of peak demand and flowering 
marks the beginning of the high N demand period when most of 
N taken up by wheat is allocated directly to the grains. There-
fore, unless air-system is used, applying N fertilizer at flowering 
is too late for many regions of the world including Québec. The 
fact that a high variation of GY, GPC, and total N uptake was 
explained by CMR at flowering means that this tool can provide 
useful information on N nutrition status during the growing 
season, and can serve as a report-card test to adjust fertilizer N 
rate in the following growing season. Our results corroborate 
those reported previously by Follett et al. (1992) and Spaner et al. 
(2005), in which a positive correlation was found between CMR 
and wheat yield and/or GPC. Peltonen et al. (1995) reported 
that CMR provided a better estimate of potential yield than leaf 
N concentration. Wheat yield increased by 20% when 30 kg N 
ha–1 was applied at CMR <42 at maximum tillering (Singh et al., 
2002), and Follett et al. (1992) reported that a yield response in 
wheat is expected when CMR <42 at the late tillering stage. To 
be useful, CMR must be calibrated, since the readings depend on 
many factors such as crop variety, stage of growth, crop diseases, 
location, and cultural practices (Follett et al., 1992). In addition, 
timing of N fertilization can also confound calibration and make 
interpretation difficult (Schepers et al., 1992).

It is important to mention that wheat response to N fertilizer 
and soil textural group observed in this study was influenced 
by year-to-year changes in environmental conditions associated 
with rainfall pattern and air temperature, and soil water content. 
Previous studies have reported that wheat grain-filling process is 
influenced by water availability (Zhang and Oweis, 1999; Calvino 
et al., 2003) and temperature (Hatfield et al., 2011). For instance, 
heavy rainfall observed in early spring of 2006 compared to other 
years (Fig. 1) could have caused anoxia, root disease, and increased 
compaction in fine-textured soils. Eghball and Varvel (1997) 
reported that seasonal weather conditions can exert a greater influ-
ence on soil N dynamics and crop N response than soil properties 

Fig. 5. Influence of soil surface textural groups on chlorophyll 
meter readings measured (A) at tillering and (B) at flowering. 
Vertical bars indicate the standard error of the mean. C: 
clayey; L: loamy; Sg: sandy, belonging to the Gleysolic soil 
order; Sp: sandy, belonging to the Podzolic soil order. Textural 
groups were determined in the 0 to 0.2 m soil layer.
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and landscape attributes. Therefore, different results could be 
expected in an environment different to ours.

CONCLUSIONS
Results from this study demonstrated that total N uptake 

increased proportionally to the N fertilizer rate applied, up to a 
level of 200 kg N ha–1 and GPC followed similar trend in C and 
Sp textural groups. However, the lowest N efficiency was found 
at an application rate of 200 kg N ha–1. Applying half of the 

recommended N rate (120 kg ha–1) at planting and the rest at tiller-
ing permitted the attainment of a high yield, high grain N uptake 
and the highest CMR and this corresponds to the currently recom-
mended N rate for wheat in Québec. The effect of N fertilizer rate 
was significant on almost all parameters, that of surface soil texture 
was significant on total yield, total N uptake, and their interaction 
was significant on GPC, TKW, test weight, and CMR. The results 
indicate that surface soil texture is an important parameter that 
influences wheat N response and wheat quality parameters.

Fig. 6. Relationships between relative chlorophyll meter readings measured at tillering (A1, A2, A3) and at flowering (B1, B2, B3) and 
wheat grain yield, N uptake, and grain protein concentration (GPC). Relative chlorophyll meter reading (CMR) were calculated as 
the ratio between treatment mean CMR and the highest mean CMR. Data points represent treatments averaged over site-years. 
NS, not significant; **, significant at 0.01 probability level.
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Chlorophyll meter readings taken at flowering is a good way 
to diagnose in-season wheat N nutrition, because they explained 
up to 88% of the variation in wheat yield, N uptake, and GPC. 
At the studied sites, applying more than 120 kg N ha–1 for spring 
wheat was not beneficial for wheat productivity or quality and 
wheat N response was affected by soil texture and this factor 
need to be considered in N fertilizer recommendation.
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