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There is a huge knowledge gap between knowing what levels of phosphorus contamination exist in 

a water body to what are the immediate sources of phosphorus in the landscape contributing to this 

contamination. Knowledge of the potential source and intensity of phosphorus are critical for 

successful mitigation. The decision to mitigate the various forms of P that are leaving the 

agricultural environment is much more complex if the source and form of the material is not known. 

A field-scale index allows the conservation planner and landuser to identify where in the landscape 

of the field there is a need for treatment and which index parameters need to be addressed using 

management practices and techniques. As these potentials are identified and assessed the 

conservation planner, along with the landuser, can work toward applying conservation practices and 

management techniques to mitigate whatever phosphorus movement risk has been identified. Re-

assessing the phosphorus risk after mitigation has been implemented will reveal how much benefit 

and where the situation has been alleviated. An index can also develop a relative ranking of sites to 

allow the conservation planner and landuser to prioritize the mitigation work ahead. A simple 

phosphorus index was developed in 1993 to make such an assessment. Since then most states in the 

USA, providences in Canada, and many European countries have adapted some form of phosphorus 

assessment tool.  Indexing is a non-evasive assessment, uses field and producer available 

information, and can be displayed by geospatial graphics. Applying geographical information 

system (GIS) spatial overlays can quickly and easily depict where problem fields and source-

transport-sink risk lay. 

The future use of an assessment index should be short and limited as more sophisticated field-level 

process models are quickly developed that uses hydrologic, chemical, and physical parameters in 

order to quantify the relative benefits of detecting and mitigating phosphorus movement. Replacing 

a qualifying index with a field-scale quantifying process model is the best step toward solving 

phosphorus management and runoff control situations. A purpose of developing a field-level risk 

index that qualifies and ranks field to their vulnerability is for directing our conservationist and 

landusers intensions to a certain location or aspect of a field and its management that could be 

potentially a source-transport-sink of phosphorus. Knowing where the source is located and 

something about the amount and potential risk for movement presents an immediate communication 

between the landuser and conservation planner. Once the problem is identified, a full-scale 

management plan can be developed to alleviate the risk. Conservation and management proceed in 

a step-wise fashion. One of the first steps in identifying and locating the risk can be accomplished 

by a field-scale assessment tool, such as an index. 


