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Abstract

Effects of tile drainage, seasonality, and cash crop rotation on edge-of-field nitrogen and
phosphorus losses from Southern Ontario Watersheds

Laura McNeill

Eutrophication is an ongoing global problem and agriculture is an important non-

point source of nutrient loading. Specifically, nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) losses from

agricultural landscapes continue to drive water quality issues. In southern Ontario,

agriculture has intensified in recent decades, with major expansions of cash crop

production and extensive tile drainage (TD). Through intensive monitoring of 12 tile

outlets draining operational fields under the conventional corn-soybean-wheat rotation, this

study examined differences in measured and volume-weighted total P, total N, and

nitrate-N concentrations and loads over 28 months (October 2020- April 2023) amongst

crop covers and between growing (GS; May 
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the urgent need for improved information around the relationship between agricultural

practices and nutrient losses, especially in the NGS.
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1. Literature review and general introduction

1.1 Nutrient enrichment in the Great lakes

The eutrophication of waterways is an ongoing global issue causing problems

within ecosystems, threatening drinking water resources, and causing socioeconomic

losses. Elevated concentrations of nitrogen (N) and phosphorus (P) in natural water systems

are most frequently associated with eutrophication (Blann et al., 2009; Conley, 1999). It is

important to acknowledge that N and P occur naturally throughout the environment

including in freshwater systems; however, an overabundance of these two nutrients from

anthropogenic sources can lead to extensive algae growth and eutrophication (Dodds &

Smith, 2016; Dove & Chapra, 2015). Within the Laurentian Great Lakes, elevated levels

of P have been associated with the nuisance growth of macroalgae and toxic cyanobacterial

blooms (Dolan & Chapra, 2012). Specifically, concentrations of dissolved fractions of P in

some Great Lake tributaries have increased in recent decades (Dolan & Chapra, 2012).

Furthermore, research indicates that higher levels of nitrate-nitrogen (NO3-N) in freshwater

systems may lead to the growth of certain algal species such as toxic blue-green algae, or

lead to more severe hypoxic conditions (Chaffin et al., 2018; Salk et al., 2018). Overall,

understanding the factors that could be contributing to nutrient enrichment of dissolved

bioavailable N and P and the eutrophication of waterways is critical to developing

strategies to combat these issues. 

The transport of P from landscapes to aquatic systems has historically been

attributed to erosion and surface flow due to the relative immobility of P in soils and
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therefore P is often delivered to aquatic systems in particulate form (particulate P or PP;

Correll, 1998; Sims et al., 1998). Phosphorus is often described as 'sticky' due to its

tendency to sorb to clays or form complexes with soil minerals containing iron (Fe),

aluminum (Al), and calcium (Ca); as a result, P is less mobile than other nutrients of

concern such as nitrate (NO3-N; Krzic et al., 2021; Zhang et al., 2015). Although P can

bind strongly with soils, the loss of total dissolved P (TDP) via subsurface drainage is an

emerging issue being reported throughout the midwestern US and Canada (Gentry et al.,

2007; Kinley et al., 2007; Macrae et al., 2007). Once PP or dissolved P enters the aquatic

system, P compounds can be chemically or enzymatically hydrolyzed to orthophosphate

(HPO4) which is bioavailable to bacteria, algae, and plants (Correll, 1998). High levels of

HPO4 in freshwater environments can lead to eutrophication and hypoxic conditions which

has led many researchers to try to understand the pathways that are contributing to P

leaching and methods to prevent P leaching (Djodjic et al., 1999; Dodds & Smith, 2016;

Heathwaite & Dils, 2000).

Furthermore, the influx of NO3-N into aquatic systems from terrestrial landscapes

often depends on two factors: soil N concentrations and the volume of drainage or surface

flow draining through soil (Cameron et al., 2013). Nitrate only weakly sorbs to soil

particles and therefore can be easily mobilized in water (Gentry et al., 1998). When there

is an accumulation of NO3-N in the soil profile that coincides with a fallow wet period

there is an increased risk of NO3-N leaching. This can be a critical issue in agricultural

watersheds dominated by annual crops like corn and soybean, as annual crops can leach

substantially greater amounts of NO3-N in comparison to perennial crops (Randall &
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Mulla, 2001). As NO3-N is bioavailable, once it enters aquatic systems it contributes to

eutrophication and the severity of algal blooms (Cameron et al., 2013).

Although there is a debate on which nutrient, P or N, should be focused on to reduce

the severity and frequency of harmful algal blooms (HABs), all researchers agree that the

impacts of nutrient enrichment and HABs on ecosystems present a risk to human and

environmental health (Schindler et al., 2008). Drinking water resources around the Great

Lakes can be negatively impacted by the frequency and duration of HABs as they can

complicate drinking water treatment processes and lead to negative human health effects

(e.g., abdominal pain, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, sore throat, dry cough, headache,

blistering of the mouth, atypical pneumonia; Alliance for Great Lakes, 2022; Carmichael

& Boyer, 2016; Dove & Chapra, 2015; Michalak et al., 2013). For instance, in 2014 over

400,000 residents in Toledo, Ohio were placed under a 
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1.1.1 Historical nutrient enrichment of the Great Lakes

Historically, studies related to eutrophication have focused on reducing P loading

as P is the most common limiting nutrient to freshwater algal growth (Mahdiyan et al.,

2021; Sims et al., 1998; Zhang et al., 2015). Notably, industrial waste and the use of

phosphate detergents in the mid-1900s increased P loading to the Great Lakes which led to

water quality concerns. Issues were so severe throughout the 1960s and 1970s that sections

of the Great Lakes were declared to be 
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1.1.2 Current trends of nutrient enrichment in the Great Lakes

Despite some improvements in water quality due to the GLWQA, eutrophication

symptoms continue in the Great Lakes and their tributaries (Mohamed et al., 2019; Smith

et al., 2015). Within recent years (i.e., 2011, 2015), Lake Erie has experienced record-

breaking algal blooms since the systematic HAB record program began in 2002 (Figure

1-1). As recent as 2015, an algal bloom in Lake Erie spanned over 775 km2 with greater

density and bloom severity index (SI) than previous years (Figure 1-1; Stumpf, 2022).

Current nutrient concentrations and trajectories vary across the Great Lakes due to each

lake
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NO3-N concentrations. Shifts towards greater dissolved nutrient leaching and

concentrations (i.e., the more bioavailable forms of P and N) within the Great Lakes could

impact algal productivity and community composition (Dalog
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deposition, urban activities, and agriculture (Tiessen et al., 2010). Agricultural runoff in

tributaries is often recognized as the largest and most influential non-point source of

nutrients to surface waters (Conley, 1999; Smith et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2016). Nearly

25% of the Canadian and 7% of the US agricultural production is located within the Great

Lakes Basin which may have a significant contribution to nutrient export and

eutrophication of the Great Lakes (Carmichael & Boyer, 2016). Researchers are now

beginning to understand the complexity and unique nutrient pathways of P and N from

agricultural fields to surface waters (Joosse & Baker, 2011; Smith et al., 2015; Withers et

al., 2014). However, it remains unclear what methods or management practices on-farm

can help to control and reduce nutrient leaching. Various best management practices

(BMPs) are employed in agricultural landscapes to improve soil health, reduce erosion,

improve soil structure, and limit off-site nutrient losses (Blann et al., 2009; Farmaha et al.,

2022; Janovicek et al., 2021; Tiessen et al., 2010). Tile drainage, conservation tillage, and

crop rotations including over-winter cover crops are three BMPs that are commonly

adopted to benefit soil health and crop productivity; however, these three practices when

used in combination may also affect the quantity and quality of water leaching from

agricultural landscapes.

1.2.1 Agricultural tile drainage

Subsurface drainage, or tile drainage (TD), is a common land improvement method

within poorly drained soils across eastern North America, including Ontario, Quebec, and

the Maritimes (Blann et al., 2009). Tile drains consist of perforated plastic pipes which are
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typically installed between 40 to 100 cm below the surface of agricultural soils that are flat

or fine-textured (Van der Veen, 2010). Gravity drainage allows excess soil moisture to flow

into the perforated pipes and be expelled via tile drain outlets which ultimately discharge

into nearby rivers or ditches. Tile drainage is used to manage seasonal soil saturation by

artificially lowering the water table which can improve water infiltration, increase soil

aeration, and reduce flooding risks in agricultural landscapes (Blann et al., 2009; Gramlich

et al., 2018; King et al., 2015). Tile drainage has been found to extend the growing season

(GS), improve crop resistance to wind due to deeper root growth, and overall improve crop

yields (Blann et al., 2009; Gramlich et al., 2018; Marmanilo et al., 2021). Although records

of TD infrastructure are often incomplete due to a lack of historical record keeping (Eimers

et al., 2020), in Ontario there is a known 1.6 million ha of artificially drained agricultural

land (Sunohara et al., 2015) and in the midwestern US, there is 19.4 million ha (U.S.

Department of Agriculture
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land with lighter textured soils as well as northern communities. An improved

understanding of the impacts of TD on nutrient movement is required to prevent unknown

negative side effects from this agronomically beneficial management practice as it expands

throughout Ontario.

Although TD has clear benefits for agriculture, many studies have documented the

significant pathway TD provides for nutrient transport of both N (Blann et al., 2009;

Gramlich et al., 2018; Randall & Goss, 2008; Skaggs et al., 1994) and P (Blann et al., 2009;

Gentry et al., 2007; Gramlich et al., 2018; King et al., 2015; Sims et al., 1998). While losses

of the particulate forms of nutrients (e.g., PP) may be lower in fields that are artificially

drained (Tan & Zhang, 2011), losses of soluble nutrients (e.g., TDP, NO3-N) are often

greater from tile-drained fields (Schilling & Zhang, 2004). Although many factors

influence the concentrations of N in subsurface discharge (i.e., precipitation events, soil

characteristics, fertilizer application) the consensus amongst studies is that NO3-N levels

in subsurface drainage waters often exceed freshwater quality guidelines (3.0 mg L-1;

Canadian Council of Ministers on the Environment, 2012) and contribute to elevated NO3-

N concentrations in downstream aquatic systems (Di & Cameron, 2002; Gramlich et al.,

2018; Randall & Goss, 2008). Furthermore, the elevated concentrations of HPO4 in

agriculturally dominated watersheds have led many researchers to investigate connections

between P losses and subsurface drainage (Grant et al., 1996; Jamieson et al., 2003; King

et al., 2015; Sims et al., 1998; Williams et al., 2016). In a review paper by King et al.

(2015), it was found that while TP concentrations in subsurface discharge are often highly

variable (<0.01 to >8.0 mg L-1) they generally exceed water quality guidelines (0.03 mg L-
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1; Canadian Council of Ministers of Environment, 2004). Overall, TD can facilitate the

movement of nutrients below the rooting zone and thereby expedite their transfer to

downstream surface waters leading to eutrophication. 

1.2.2 Agricultural tillage practices

The various tillage practices used on agricultural soils can impact their physical,

chemical, and biological properties (Lv et al., 2023). Conventional tillage completely turns

over the topsoil layer to incorporate crop residue and fertilizers, terminate weeds, and

loosen compact topsoil (Hillel & Hatfield, 2005; Tiessen et al., 2010). With long-term use,

conventional tillage can increase soil compaction below the plow layer, decrease soil

stability, and increase soil erosion (Lv et al., 2023). Conversely, a common BMP that

reduces soil disturbance is 
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with 81% of farmland across Canada reporting a reduced till approach in 2016 (Statistics

Canada, 2018). However, it is important to note that individual definitions of 
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macropores, cracks, fissures, root channels, bio pores, and earthworm burrows; Kleinman

et al., 2011). Due to the lack of mechanical mixing of soils under conservation tillage,

preferential flow pathways can persist year-round or worsen over the years, especially in

fine-textured soils, which can facilitate dissolved or particulate nutrient losses (Busari et

al., 2015; Hillel & Hatfield, 2005). Preferential flow pathways can act as conduits that

allow nutrients to bypass the soil matrix and flow directly into subsurface drainage pipes

(Grant et al., 2019; Tiessen et al., 2010). Various studies have found that preferential flow

through macropores has led to significant losses of sediment, PP, and other contaminants

in subsurface drainage which are comparable to losses in surface runoff (Blann et al., 2009;

Chapman et al., 2003; Grant et al., 1996). To reduce the transport of dissolved and

particulate nutrients from agricultural landscapes to water systems it is critical to

understand the pathways of sediment and nutrient transfer within artificially drained

landscapes. For example, another consequence of conservation tillage is nutrient

stratification within the Ah (i.e., topsoil) of agricultural soils (Soil Classification Working

Group, 1998). Nutrient stratification can develop in fields under no-till, as the absence of

mechanical mixing allows surface broadcast fertilizers and crop residues to concentrate at

the soil surface (Crozier et al., 1999; Smith et al., 2017). Higher levels of organic matter

and inorganic nutrient concentrations at the soil surface can lead to increased nutrient

leaching in surface flow via erosion, and augment losses via preferential flow pathways.

One nutrient of particulate concern for stratification under no-till is P due to the common

application of largely immobile P fertilizers and the lack of crop residue incorporation

leading to increased mineralization within the surface soils (Smith et al., 2017). Unlike P,
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NO3-N is a highly mobile nutrient as it tends to move through the soil matrix with water

leading to less pronounced stratification within the topsoil (Tiessen et al., 2010). Overall,

the combined impact of conservation tillage on macropore formation and soil stratification,

particularly in subsurface-drained agricultural fields, has been shown to increase

concentrations of dissolved P (King et al., 2015, 2016; Tiessen et al., 2010; Van Esbroeck

et al., 2016; Williams et al., 2016), and NO3-N (Li et al., 2023) in drainage discharge

waters.

1.2.3 Crop rotation

Aside from TD and tillage operations, cropping systems may also influence nutrient

leaching from agricultural fields (King et al., 2016; Zhu & Fox, 2003). Crop rotation (as

opposed to monoculture cropping) is a BMP whereby different crops are sequentially

planted in rotation to help break insect and disease cycles, replace key nutrients (e.g., fixed

N from soybeans), and can increase the potential success of conservation tillage in

comparison to repeated growth of a single crop such as corn (Government of Ontario, 2009;

Jalli et al., 2021; Smith, 2015; Yang & Kay, 2001). Factors such as rooting depth, root

density, water use rates, nutrient requirements, and nutrient uptake efficiency vary between

crops and could influence nutrient leaching in artificially drained systems (Peterson &

Power, 2015). As the nutrient requirements and uptake efficiencies vary between crops

within the rotation, N and P leaching could vary through the crop cycle, yet no clear

consensus has been made. Some research suggests that crop rotations that include soybean

and wheat, have lower NO3-N losses compared with continuous corn (Nila Rekha et al.,
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2011), while others have found that rotations that include soybean can increase NO3-N

leaching (Klocke et al., 1999). Inconsistencies between studies are likely due to differences

in fertilizer form and application rate, management practices, climate conditions, and soil

fertility.

The current standard practice in the Great Lake Basin is a three-year rotation of

grain corn, soybean, and winter wheat. Over the past several decades, many farms in

Ontario have switched from mixed livestock plus perennial crop systems to focus on annual

row crops that have high global demand including corn and soybean. For instance, the area

of agricultural land planted to corn tripled between 1961 and 1981 in Ontario, and in 2022

over 60 % (9.4 million metric tonnes) of all corn for grain in Canada was grown in Ontario

(Joseph & Keddie, 1981; Smith, 2015; Statistics Canada, 2022). Soybean production in

Ontario has also increased by 136% over the past two decades, and in 2022 soybeans were

grown on more than three million hectares in Ontario accounting for more than 60% (4.0

million metric tonnes) of Canadian soybean production (Smith, 2015; Statistics Canada,

2017, 2022). A legume such as soybean can 
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doubled between 1976 and 2011 and 90% of all wheat in Ontario was the winter wheat

variety in 2011 (Smith, 2015). Although winter wheat only accounted for 8% (or 2.7

million tonnes) of the total wheat produced in Canada in 2022, the majority (74%) of

Canadian winter wheat was produced in Ontario. Recent changes in agricultural land use

towards the strict row crop rotation of corn-soybean-winter wheat in Ontario could

influence nutrient movement and water quality within this region.

1.2.3.1 Winter cover

A BMP that has quickly increased in popularity within Ontario is the inclusion of

over-winter cover crops during the non-growing season (NGS) when otherwise the soil

would be barren. Over-winter cover crops are typically planted in the late summer or early

fall and can be either non-living (i.e., winter-killed cover crops) or living but dormant (i.e.,

winter wheat) over the winter. Cover crop mixtures often include a suite of different plants

to provide different benefits, including grasses that have deep roots to prevent soil erosion

(e.g., rye, oats, sorghum), legumes that are N fixers (e.g., clover, alfalfa, peas), and

broadleaf tubers that can break up soil compaction (e.g., turnip, radish; OMAFRA, 2021).

While winter wheat is a cash-crop, it is also considered an over-winter living cover crop

since it is planted in the fall and is harvested the following summer. Winter wheat can

tolerate a wide range of growing conditions and once established can survive harsh winter

conditions (Skinner, 2014).

A living crop cover, whether it is a multi-species mix or single species like winter

wheat, can improve the physical properties of agricultural soils by providing ground cover



16

to protect and retain sediment, suppress weed growth, and increase water infiltration

(Christopher et al., 2021; Haruna et al., 2020). For instance, a review by Haruna et al.

(2020), found that winter cover crops could reduce soil losses by as much as 96% and

increase water infiltration up to 629%. However, improvements in soil infiltration may in

part be due to the increased presence of macropores created by the roots of cover crops.

For example, Haruna et al. (2020), found that fields planted to cover crops over the NGS

had 33% more macropores in comparison to fields without cover crops. In addition to the

impact cover crops can have on physical soil properties, this BMP can also influence soil

nutrient conditions and nutrient leaching via subsurface discharge or surface runoff

(Christopher et al., 2021; Hanrahan et al., 2021; Haruna et al., 2020). Cover crops can

scavenge excess soil nutrients, reducing the risk of nutrient loss over the NGS. For instance,

Christopher et al. (2021), found that cover crops had 50% lower soil NO3-N concentrations

in comparison with non-cover crop fields, and this was directly related to the amount of

cover crop biomass in 15 agricultural fields in Indiana. While many studies have reported

the benefits of cover crops for utilizing excess N in the NGS (Blesh & Drinkwater, 2014;

Christopher et al., 2021; Lacey & Armstrong, 2015), there is less certainty regarding the

ability of cover crops to utilize excess P, with some reporting reductions in P leaching

(Blanco-Canqui et al., 2015; Trentman et al., 2020) and others reporting increased P

leaching 
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comparison with on-cover crop TD fields in Columbus, Ohio. However, the influence of

cover crops on P leaching in TD agricultural setting was less beneficial as monthly tile TP

loads increased by 1.2-31.6 g TP ha-1 in comparison with non-cover crop fields. Recent

reports have suggested that the inconsistent effect of cover crops on P leaching via TD is

likely due to variations in soil, climate, and management factors (Cober et al., 2019; Liu et

al., 2019; Trentman et al., 2020). Furthermore, the benefits of over-winter cover crops may

be limited if the crops are not well-established prior to winter dormancy. Due to a lack of

establishment prior to frost, cover crops can be inefficient at reducing soil erosion and

preventing nutrient leaching thus impacting how successful cover crops can be in

minimizing nutrient losses (Liu et al., 2019; Zhu & Fox, 2003).

1.3 Seasonal nutrient losses in agricultural watersheds

Seasonality plays an important role in controlling soil moisture and TD discharge

volumes in seasonally snow-covered agricultural landscapes like southern Ontario. Soil

moisture conditions are often greater in the NGS when limited plant uptake and low

evapotranspiration losses are translated into greater TD discharge volumes. As TD

increases the hydrological connectivity of agricultural landscapes, nutrient export in the

NGS is typically elevated through both higher nutrient concentrations as well as increased

volumes of tile discharge water (Bjorneberg et al., 1996; Gaillot et al., 2023; Hirt et al.,

2011).
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1.3.1 Seasonal influence on soil moisture and hydrology of tile drains

The volume of discharge exported through TD infrastructure is a function of

antecedent soil moisture conditions (i.e., the amount of water present in soils prior to the

event) and event type (i.e., precipitation type, duration, and intensity; Macrae et al., 2010).

In seasonally snow-covered landscapes, tile discharge is typically greatest and most

consistent from late fall to spring when living crops are dormant or fields are bare (King et

al., 2014; Macrae et al., 2007). For example, Bjorneberg et al. (1996), found that 50-85%

of annual tile drainage discharge occurred over the NGS in a study out of Iowa. In contrast,

over the GS tile drainage discharge is usually episodic, with tile flow often only initiating

during intense storm events (Bjorneberg et al., 1996). For instance, during periods of low

antecedent soil moisture (i.e., summer, GS), the storage capacity of soils is greatest, which

reduces the hydrological connectivity between soils and surface waters. In comparison,

during periods of high antecedent soil moisture (i.e., winter, spring, NGS), when the water

table is elevated, the storage capacity of soils is low, which increases the hydrological

connectivity between the soils and surface waters (Gramlich et al., 2018; Macrae et al.,

2010; Skaggs et al., 1994). For example, Gaillot et al. (2023), reported that the

responsiveness of tile flow to precipitation events varied between the NGS and GS due to

differences in antecedent moisture conditions in a 5-ha field located in Paris, France.

Within this study, there were 106 tile drainage events within a single year with 96% of

these events occurring during the NGS. The greater drainage volumes and increased

reactivity of TDs over the NGS suggest that the influence of TDs on nutrient movement and

eutrophication may be greatest over the NGS. 
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1.3.2 Seasonal influence of nutrient cycling and movement in TD landscapes

Seasonal or climatic patterns can affect both the amount and concentration of

nutrients leached via tile drains. Seasons with greater discharge volumes such as in late

autumn, winter, and early spring (i.e., the NGS) when volumetric soil moisture is high,

evapotranspiration is low, and effective precipitation is high, resulting in greater TD

discharge volumes. Increased tile discharge can be associated with higher nutrient

concentrations (e.g., high TP concentrations during event flow) or simply greater nutrient

leaching due to the overall increase in volume of TD discharge (e.g., greater cumulative N

leaching due to the greater volume of discharge; Bjorneberg et al., 1996; Heathwaite &

Dils, 2000; Macrae et al., 2019; Tan et al., 2002). Both NO3-N and P leaching typically

peak over the NGS with Bjorneberg et al. (1996), reporting that 45-85% of annual NO3-N

loads occur over the NGS in Iowa, and Lam et al. (2016), reporting that 98% of annual P

export occurred during the NGS in Southern Ontario. However, patterns of N and P

leaching over the NGS and the events that drive their losses can vary. 

The export of N via TD is often sensitive to the frequency and magnitude of

precipitation events, especially when large pools of soil inorganic N are present (Gentry et

al., 1998). For example, Gentry et al. (1998), found that most of the annual NO3-N leaching

occurred during high-flow events with 75% of annual NO3-N leaching occurring over just

nine days from corn-soybean fields in Illinois. It is important to note that high-flow events

can only produce large NO3-N losses when there are significant inorganic N pools within

the soil matrix. Following a productive GS, when the inorganic N pool is low due to crop
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uptake, leaching of NO3-N tends to decline through the subsequent NGS, whereas in poor

growing years (e.g., affected by drought, floods, or pests) or after the application of fall N

fertilizer, NO3-N export via TD can increase substantially through the NGS (Di &

Cameron, 2002). Nitrogen losses over the NGS have been associated with two main factors

(Bjorneberg et al., 1996; Di & Cameron, 2002; Tan et al., 2002). First, unused N within

the soil profile from excess/ unused fertilizer or ongoing mineralization of organic matter

provides leachable NO3-N that can be readily mobilized in soil solution (Baker & Johnson,

1981; Tan et al., 2002). Second, due to plant dormancy in the NGS, no active crop roots

are present to utilize N or water, and therefore NO3-N in soil solution is free to percolate

out of the rooting zone and into TD discharge (Di & Cameron, 2002; Tan et al., 2002).

Similarly, seasonality and climatic factors (e.g., precipitation events, snow melt,

rain-on-snow) have been reported to have a significant influence on P losses in TD

(Jamieson et al., 2003; King et al., 2016; Lam et al., 2016; Van Esbroeck et al., 2016). For

example, Van Esbroeck et al. (2016), found that 83 to 97% of P export occurred in the

NGS and the majority of P losses occurred during event flow conditions in a study of three

tile drains in southern Ontario. Phosphorus concentrations in event flow discharge are often

a function of multiple factors such as event characteristics (e.g., rain intensity, duration)

and P pools in the soil prior to the event (King et al., 2015). For instance, events that occur

shortly after P fertilizer application are associated with substantial increases in P in tile

eluent in comparison to events with similar characteristics yet no recent history of fertilizer

application (Sharpley et al., 2001; Stamm et al., 1998). Furthermore, Vidon & Cuadra

(2011), reported that P losses via TD during event conditions were due to enhanced
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preferential flow activity which allowed P to bypass the soil matrix and directly enter the

TD infrastructure more rapidly. Overall, while TD, no-till, and crop rotations including

over winter cover are associated with agronomic benefits, these BMPs may have

unintended consequences for water quality. Rising dissolved nutrient concentrations in

agriculture-dominated watersheds (e.g., Eimers and Watmough 2016; DeBues et al. 2019),

and questions around BMP effectiveness, together inspired the current study.  

1.4. Study objectives and hypothesis

While there is a large body of work that reports nutrient leaching via tile drainage,

there are relatively few studies that assess nutrient losses during the NGS, and most studies

focus on either N or P, with very few considering the two nutrients together. Of particular

interest is the influence of winter cover crops (living or winter-senesced) on nutrient losses

in the NGS, and whether certain crop covers (e.g.,winter wheat and multi species cover

crops ) help to reduce nutrient leaching during the winter/spring.  Full crop rotation studies

that include the NGS are not common in the literature, yet they are required to capture

variation in TD discharge and water quality due to differences in weather conditions, crop

growth, and date of crop establishment that occur year-to-year.

To address these knowledge gaps, this study monitored N and P levels in tile-

discharge water and soil samples at 12 tile-drained operational fields under a no-till corn-

soybean -WW-CC rotation over 28 months (Oct 2020 
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or rivers within the Gages Creek, Ganaraska River and Cobourg Creek watersheds, which

directly feed Lake Ontario. Previous studies of these watersheds indicted declines in TP

and increases in NO3-N (see Eimers and Watmough, 2016; DeBues et al., 2019).

Additionally, soils from the tiled fields were analyzed for total and labile nutrients (C, N,

and P) both in the spring and fall for the duration of the study to assess seasonal variability.

Tile water was analyzed for concentrations of N (total and NO3-N), C (inorganic and

organic C), and P (total and dissolved) as well as discharge, in order to assess nutrient

export (mass). Thus, the objectives of this study were to (i) compare N and P concentrations

in TD leachate between the GS and NGS through a typical crop rotation, (ii) identify the

influence of crop cover on nutrient losses in tile drain discharge, and (iii) compare total vs.

labile (water-extractable) soil nutrient conditions through the crop rotation. It was

hypothesized that: 

1. Volume-weighted nutrient (N and P) concentrations and loads within TD discharge
would be greater in the NGS than the GS due to greater volume of TD discharge.

2. Fields planted to over-winter cover (WW and CC) would have lower N and P losses
in tile discharge compared with corn residue (CR) during the NGS.

3. Total soil nutrient concentrations (N, C,) would be relatively stable throughout the
crop rotation whereas the labile soil nutrient fraction (water-extractable, Olsen-P)
would be more sensitive to crop cover/residue within the top 30 cm of soil.

4. Phosphorus and C concentrations would be higher in surface soils compared with
deeper soils (i.e., nutrient stratification) due to no-tillage and surface application of
fertilizer, whereas N would be relatively unaffected due to the more mobility of N.
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2. Methods

2.1 Study area and site description

This study was conducted in east central Ontario, Canada within the Gages Creek,

Ganaraska River, and Cobourg Brook watersheds. Prior research in these watersheds

outlined by Liu et al. (2022), indicated that these watersheds contained 61%, 48%, and

43% row crop agriculture, respectively in 2019. The study watersheds are located within

the Dfb climate region, which is described as having warm humid summers and cold snowy

winters 
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and between seasons (i.e., GS and NGS). Fields were selected to encompass a range of

crops including grain corn, soybean, WW, and a multi-species non-cash CC, and an entire

crop rotation was evaluated at all 12 fields (Figure 2-1). Tiles were monitored for both

instantaneous discharge and nutrient concentrations through three non-growing seasons

(NGS1, NGS2, NGS3) and two growing seasons (GS1, GS2) where the NGS refers to

samples collected from October to April, and the GS refers to samples collected from May

to September, inclusive.

All fields in the study have been under no-till management since 1998, and tile

drains were installed between 1980 and 2002 and thus ranged in age from two to four

decades at the time of monitoring. Tile drains were installed with an average depth of 75-

90 cm and a spacing of 12-15 m. The drainage area associated with each outlet ranged in

size from 0.06 to 0.65 km2 (Table 2-1). Contributing tile area delineations were made based

on historical records of tile maps shared by the operational farmer. In some cases, tiles

drained a subarea of a larger field (e.g., H7A2, N. House, S. Lakes) or drained subareas of

multiple fields in the case of the one composite tile used to assess TD discharge throughout

the study period (i.e., Mystery; Figure 2-1). Soils within the study area are predominantly

Luvisols, with flat or gently sloped landscapes and an average texture of silty clay loam

(Table 2-1; OMAFRA, 2023; Soil Classification Working Group, 1998).
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Figure 2-1: Locations of study tile outlets (green), and river sampling stations (red) relative to Lake Ontario and the Gages Creek watershed (A).
Fields following the same crop rotation are shown in groups, where Group 1 (pink) includes Gravel, Hubicki
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Table 2-1: Study fields ordered from north to south and their respective texture, tile area, slope,
SOM, and bulk density (BD).

Sites Soil Texture a Tiled field Area (km2) Slope
(%) a

BD
(g/cm3)
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the CC mixture were seeded in late August (CC) to mid-October (WW). Wheat was

harvested in late August of the following year whereas CC species that survived the winter

were terminated in early May with glyphosate. Over-winter CC included in the multi-

species mixture changed over the three NGSs, however, in all years the aim was to include

at least one cold grass, one cold broadleaf, one warm grass, and one warm broadleaf (J.

Lennox, pers. comm). In winter 2020 (i.e., NGS1), the mix included fava beans, berseem

clover, hairy vetch, oats, rye, buckwheat, turnip, and daikon radish. In winter 2021 (i.e.,

NGS2), the cover crop mix included oats, rye, turnip, daikon radish, berseem clover,

sunflowers, buckwheat, hairy vetch, sorghum, fava beans, and peas. Lastly, in winter 2022

(i.e., NGS3), the cover crop mix was comprised of oats, rye, buckwheat, turnip, daikon

radish, crimson clover, sunflower, peas, and sorghum. 
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Table 2-2: Fields and their respective crop rotation and fertilizer application. NGS fertilizer application occurred between August and November,
whereas GS fertilizer application occurred in early May. Within the GS, C indicates corn, S indicates soybean and W indicates wheat. In the NGS
CC indicates cover crop, CR indicates corn residue and WW indicates winter wheat.

Field and Area (m2) NGS1 GS1 NGS2 GS2 NGS3
Crop Fertilizer Crop Fertilizer Crop Fertilizer Crop Fertilizer Crop Fertilizer

Jason
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2.2. Data collection

2.2.1 Tile drainage discharge and sample collection

Instantaneous flow measurements (L sec-1) were recorded at 12 individual tile

outlets during each sample collection day (
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topography). This study assumed that tile discharge volume was proportional to the tileshed

area, and the Mystery FloWav logger was used to pro-rate flow at the other 12 tile drains

based on drainage area.  As the FloWav logger was installed a year after this study was

initiated, tile discharge from October 2020 to October 2021 was estimated using a

discharge relationship developed from level loggers (Heron Instruments Inc.) installed at

two nearby rivers (i.e., Mystery Creek and Gage west) which continuously measured

stream water level every 15 mins from September 2018 
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Oakton PCTSTestr. Additionally, water samples were collected from eight river sites

within the Gage Creek watershed as part of a separate study (Figure 2-1. A) and the

resulting water chemistry can be found in Appendix B; Table 6-3.

2.2.2 Soil monitoring and sample collection

As tile drains influence soil moisture and temperature, they may also influence

nutrient turnover in soils. As part of a separate study, soil microclimate monitoring stations

were established at a sub set (six) of the TD fields as outlined in Table 2-1 and six non-tile

drained (NTD) fields (see Appendix D; Figure 6-9). Some of the soil climate data

collected from the TD fields are included here for context. Soil climate measurements were

recorded using either a Decagon Device (EM 50 ECH2O) datalogger or a HOBO Micro

station (H21-USB) datalogger. The data loggers were connected to soil temperature probes

(ECH2O EC-TM, HOBO bit temperature smart sensor S-Smx-M005) and soil moisture

probes (HOBO soil moisture smart sensor S-TMB-M0xx) installed at 15 cm below the soil

surface and were programmed to record a measurement of soil temperature and moisture

every hour from October 2021 to April 2023, inclusive. Probes were installed to a depth of

15 cm to reflect conditions in the rooting zone of the dominant crops. Soil microclimate

monitoring stations were located ~15 m from the nearest tile outlet in relatively flat,

shade-free areas along the edge of fields to avoid disturbance from farm machinery. Data

were downloaded from loggers approximately every three months. Additional soil

microclimate data for the six NTD fields are reported in Appendix D; Figure 6-10.
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At nine of the TD fields, including the six fields outfitted with soil monitoring

stations, and the six NTD fields, two in situ incubation methods were used to estimate

nutrient cycling at the seasonal time scale including plant root simulator (PRS) probes

(PRSTM probes, Western Ag Innovations, Inc., Saskatoon, SK) and buried bags (BB; Table

2-1). The PRS probes contain an ion exchange resin membrane which provides a dynamic

measure of ion flux within the soils which can respond to changes in soil moisture, soil

temperature, and microbial activity (Western AG, 2023). Buried bags can be used to

estimate net mineralization in situ in response to soil temperature, microbial activity, and

quality of incubated soil material (Hanselman et al., 2004; Isaac & Timmer, 2006; Sullivan

et al., 2020). The PRS probes and BBs were installed in a subset of fields at a depth of 15

cm over two incubation periods, including Winter 2021 (27 November 2021 to 5 April

2022, 130 days), and Summer 2022 (21 June 2022 to 9 August 2022, 50 days). To install

the PRS probes and BBs, a small soil pit (15 cm deep, 20 cm wide) was excavated and the

PRS probes were placed vertically into undisturbed soil on the side of the soil pit at a depth

of 15 cm, whereas the BB were placed at the bottom of the pit. The excavated soil from the

pit was replaced and any surface residue or vegetation was replaced. Special care was taken

to avoid creating cracks or macropores from the disruption of digging the soil pit. The first

incubation period was selected to encompass the NGS (specifically NGS2) and spanned

from post-harvest to spring melt. The summer incubation period was selected to encompass

the GS (specifically GS2) and spanned from established crop growth to shortly before crop

harvest. 
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The subset of six tiled fields and the six NTD fields received four PRS probes per

incubation period, two deployed about 5m from the soil monitoring stations and two

deployed about 50m from the soil monitoring station, toward the field's center. The two

PRS probe installations were selected to capture soil conditions near the TDs and in the

field. Prior to laboratory analysis at Western AG, the PRS probes were cleaned with B-

Pure water to remove any residual soil and stored in sealed plastic bags at 4oC until shipped

to Western Ag Innovations Inc. on ice for analysis. Additional PRS probes were installed

at six NTD fields as reported in Appendix D; Figure 6-13, 6-14.

Four BBs were deployed at the same time and locations as the PRS probes. The

BBs were prepared by filling a polyethylene bag with 100 g of field moist soil which was

sieved (5 mm) to remove roots and any plant debris. The soil used to fill the BB was

collected at a CR and CC field in November 2021 for the winter incubation and in May

2022 for the summer incubation. Soils under two different crop rotation phases were used

in buried bag incubations to capture a range of initial nutrient conditions (i.e. corn was

expected to leach a high level of N whereas CC mixtures contain N2 fixers). Pre- and

post-incubation soil samples were refrigerated (4oC) before being dried at 105oC within 3

days of collection and sieved (2mm) prior to analysis. Results from the BB incubations

from the nine TD and six NTD fields can be found in Appendix D; Table 6-6, Figure

6-11, 6-12.

Additionally, soil samples at the 12 TD fields were collected in the spring (April

2021 and April 2022) and fall (October 2021 and October 2022) to evaluate soil nutrient
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conditions and to characterize soil properties. At each of the 12 agricultural fields 300 g of

soil was collected at two depths, including 
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off-gassing of the solution prior to analysis. Lastly, tile water was prepared for colorimetric

analysis of TP and TDP by first digesting in 11N sulfuric acid and ammonium persulfate,

and then autoclaving at 
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concentrations in tile drainage discharge, and therefore a water extraction was effective for

this purpose. 

Furthermore, soil samples were prepared for the determination of P concentrations

following the Olsen P method (Olsen et al., 1954). The Olsen P method provides a measure

of 
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percent N, and C, and acetanilide was used as the standard. Furthermore, the loss on

ignition (LOI) of the soil samples was determined by ashing two grams of oven-dried soil

at 550oC for five hours. Ashed soil samples were then analyzed for texture via a Horiba

Partica LA-960V2 laser scattering particle size distribution analyzer. Additionally, soil

texture was confirmed using oven-dried soil samples via the hydrometer method whereby

50 g of soil was mixed with 100 mL of 5% dispersion solution (Calgon) and then diluted

to 1000 mL. Lastly, to assess the accuracy of soil texture values, results from the Horiba

Partica LA-960V2 and hydrometer method were compared to values reported in the soil

survey complex of Ontario (OMAFRA, 2019). 

2.4 Analysis and statistical approach

Tile discharge measured (raw) nutrient concentrations, volume-weighted

concentrations, and soil moisture/ temperature were compared by season (NGS1, GS1,

NGS2, GS2, and NGS3) and by crop cover: corn, soybean, wheat, corn residue (CR),

winter wheat (WW), and over-winter cover crop (CC). The NGS was based on the period

from crop harvest through to spring (October 
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differed between crops. For example, soybeans were harvested in early October whereas

corn was harvested in mid-November. 

The 12 TD fields within this study followed a strict and consistent crop rotation

throughout the 28-month study period. As such the fields within this study can be divided

into three groups based on their crop rotation as outlined in Table 2-2. Importantly three

of the four fields within each study group were located close to one another (see Figure

2-1), however, one field within each Group was located apart from the rest (i.e., Welcome,

Burnham, & Lovshin; see Appendix D; Figure 6-9). These more distant fields are

important to note, as otherwise there could be some concern over spatial bias within the

crop rotational groups. 

Fluxes of N and P (mass) were calculated by multiplying the nutrient concentration

in tile discharge water (TN, NO3-N, TP) by the volume of tile outlet discharge for the

respective tile drain. These nutrient masses were then summed by season to obtain mass

nutrient loss by season and then divided by the volume of discharge over the same period

to estimate seasonal volume-weighted concentrations. The effects of season (GS versus

NGS) and the influence of crop cover on measured and volume-weighted concentrations

were evaluated using a linear mixed model (LMM) in GraphPad Prism 8.0 (Graph pad

prism 2022). The mixed model allowed for a compound symmetry covariance matrix and

was not impacted by the absence of missing values. This test is similar to a two-way

analysis of variance (ANOVA), with crop cover and year as factors. A probability level of

0.05 was used to evaluate statistical significance. Furthermore, a Tukey multiple
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comparison post hoc test was used to identify significant (
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had an average temperature but was relatively wet (540 mm) compared to the long-term

mean (460 mm; Table 3-1).

Table 3-1:  Mean temperature, total precipitation, and tile drain discharge for the five study seasons
compared to the long-term (30-year) climate normals. The numbers in parentheses represent the
minimum and maximum temperatures, the % precipitation as snow, the fraction of precipitation
manifested as TD (yield), and the numbers in square brackets represent the 95% confidence interval
(CI). Climate data was retrieved from Environment Canada
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throughout NGS3 (Average: 11 cm, Max: 33 cm) in comparison to NGS1 &2, there was

also increased soil exposure due to the prolonged (max consecutive days without snow

cover: 23 days) non-snow-covered periods (see Figure 3-1, 3-2). Previous work by Lam et

al. (2016), showed that the presence of a snowpack helped to minimize soil frost and

allowed for greater infiltration of snowmelt water which minimized overland flow and

erosion in the spring. A thin snowpack or the absence of snow cover over agricultural fields

can expose soils to colder air temperatures, resulting in deeper or more frequent soil

freezing and freeze-thaw events (Freppaz et al., 2007; Green et al., 2022). Although soils

were occasionally snow-free in NGS3, soil temperatures remained above 0
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Figure 3-1: Daily (Oct 2020 
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Figure 3-2: Observations of the snowpack at Jason's field in a) NGS2 (February 10, 2022) and b) NGS3 (February 9, 2023)
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3.1.1 Tile drain discharge

Tile drain discharge was highly seasonal, with field observations indicating that

most of the 12 tiles flowed continuously throughout the three NGSs, whereas most tile

drains ceased to flow for a prolonged time during the GSs. These field observations were

reflected in the Mystery tile drain discharge record shown in Table 3-1 and Figure 3-1.

Discharge from the Mystery tile outlet was greatest during the NGS, ranging from 184 mm

in NGS1 to 283 mm in NGS2, which are equivalent to 48-71% of precipitation in those

same periods (Table 3-1). In comparison, tile runoff during the growing season was only

45 mm in GS1 and 37 mm in GS2, which are equivalent to 7-12% of incoming precipitation

in those same periods (Table 3-1). These findings are similar to those reported by King et

al. (2016), who found that tile discharge over the NGS ranged from 198 to 436 mm which

was equivalent to 39-87% of precipitation, whereas, within the GS there was 42-104 mm

of discharge which was equivalent to only 9-21% of precipitation over an eight-year study

of three tile drains in Ohio. The increase in tile discharge during the NGS is likely the result

of reduced crop uptake, lower evapotranspiration, predominantly wet antecedent

conditions (i.e., high water table), and precipitation characteristics (e.g., form, intensity,

timing, duration; Bjorneberg et al., 1996; Gramlich et al., 2018; Macrae et al., 2010).

Numerous studies have documented that TD discharge responds rapidly to precipitation

events during the NGS (Gentry et al., 2007; Macrae et al., 2010; Smith, 2015), whereas

precipitation events in the GS generally generate a much smaller response (Bjorneberg et

al., 1996; Gaillot et al., 2023). For instance, Gaillot et al. (2023), found that 54-81% of

rainfall events > 0.6 mm during the NGS generated tile drainage discharge above baseflow
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conditions, however, during the GS only 3% of rain events >8.8 mm generated a tile

response. The strong seasonal difference in TD discharge volume influences the timing of

nutrient export and emphasizes the value of having BMPs that are targeted to the NGS.

3.1.2 Soil microclimate conditions

Temporal patterns in soil moisture at a depth of 15 cm were highly coherent across

all fields, increasing or declining in unison in response to changes in season and

precipitation (Figure 3-3). For example, during the springs of both 2022 and 2023, soil

moisture spiked likely due to snow melt and increased effective precipitation, but as crop

uptake and evapotranspiration rates increased, the volumetric water content of the soil

declined. For instance, the average volumetric water content at the tiled fields at a depth of

15 cm was 0.34 m3m-3 on March 4, 2022, but declined steadily to 0.24 m3m-3 by June 6,

2022 (Figure 3-3). Furthermore, soil moisture was highly responsive to precipitation

events, especially throughout the GS when rapid spikes in soil moisture were observed

following precipitation events. For example, on July 18, 2022, soil moisture rose from 0.18

to 0.26 m3m-3, in response to a precipitation event of 48 mm (Figure 3-3). Furthermore, a

precipitation event of 44 mm on August 22, 2022, caused the soil moisture to rise from

0.17 to 0.28 m3m-3 (Figure 3-3). The results from the current study align with those

reported by Lam et al. (2016), who found that soil moisture demonstrated both seasonal

and interannual variability, with soil moisture typically lowest during the GS but similar at

other times of year at two sandy loam TD agricultural fields in Southern Ontario. It should

be noted that soil moisture is also sensitive to changes in air/ soil temperature and

volumetric moisture measurements during the NGS are unlikely to be completely accurate
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due to subzero air/ soil temperatures. For example, soil moisture plummeted between

January and March 2022 (NGS2) suggesting a rapid drying event (Figure 3-3). However,

the soil moisture probes are incapable of accurately recording moisture conditions at

subzero temperatures as they are unable to detect the difference between frozen soils and

dry soils (Onset HOBOware, 2022). Soil moisture data collected during the NGS must

therefore be treated with caution. 
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Figure 3-3: Daily soil moisture, total precipitation, soil and air temperature throughout NGS2,
GS2, and NGS3, which correspond to: October 2021-April 2022, May 2022-October 2022, and
October 2022-April 2023. Climate data are from the Cobourg AUT climate station ID 6151684.
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In addition to soil moisture conditions, soil temperature conditions at a depth of 15

cm were recorded at the fields and the results indicated that the soil temperature was highly

coherent with air temperature conditions (Figure 3-3). Throughout the NGSs, fluctuations

in air temperature were much larger than in soil, which demonstrates the role of the

snowpack (Figure 3-3). Within the current study, soil temperatures within the two NGSs

were marginally warmer than the air temperatures (Figure 3-3). Specifically, in NGS2, the

average air temperature was 1.4oC, and a snowpack, ranging from 5 to 17 cm, was present

from mid-January to mid-February (Figure 3-3). Despite the presence of a snowpack, the

soil temperature temporarily dropped below zero between February and March 2022

(Figure 3-3). In comparison, NGS3 experienced slightly warmer air temperatures with an

average air temperature of 2.4oC and a snowpack greater than 10 cm from mid-January to

early February and from the end of February to mid-March (Figure 3-3). Unlike NGS2,

NGS3 did not experience subzero soil temperatures likely due to both warmer air

temperatures and greater snowpack depth (Figure 3-3). The coherence in soil and air

temperature has been observed by others, especially at shallow depths such as 15cm and

during non-snow-covered periods (Jin et al., 2008; Zheng et al., 1993). The presence of

snow cover over the winter months can insulate soils from extreme air temperatures, and

thus soil temperatures even at a shallow depth are less reflective of air temperatures within

snow-covered periods (Jin et al., 2008; Lam et al., 2016). For example, Jin et al. (2008),

found that soil temperatures mirrored air temperatures at shallow depths (0-30 cm) at fields

in Minnesota apart from during snow-covered periods when soil temperature was up to

9oC warmer than minimum air temperatures due to the insulating effect of the snowpack.

Due to the short duration and limited depth of the snowpacks in NGS2 and NGS3, the soils
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may not have experienced a substantial insulating effect as generally it's agreed upon that

between 30 to 40 cm of snow is needed to provide an insulating effect (Zhang, 2005). The

snowpacks across the three NGSs within this study rarely exceeded 30 cm which may

explain why the soil temperature and air temperature are so similar within the NGS.

3.2 Tile drainage water quality

Measurements of C compounds (i.e., TC, TIC, and TOC) and in-situ conditions

(i.e., temperature, pH, conductivity) indicate several similarities across the 12 TD sites

despite variations in crop cover throughout the study period. For example, the temperature

of tile water was generally lower than air temperature in the growing season and warmer

than air temperature in the non-growing season months. Inorganic C accounted for on

average 93% of total C in tile water with average concentrations of TIC ranging from 57

to 71 mg L-1 across the 12 TDs over the 28-month study period (Table 3-2). High TIC is

consistent with the neutral to slightly alkaline pH (7.8- 8.0) of tile water samples, and the

range in conductivity of TD samples (540 to 680 
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June 16/17, 2022, led to a minor increase in Mystery TD from 0.37 L sec-1 at 1:00 am on

June 16 to 0.43 L sec-1 at 8:30 am on June 17 (Figure 3-1). The peak TOC concentration

during this GS event ranged from 14 to 17 mg L-1 (Appendix B; Figure 6-7). Spikes in

TOC during event flow conditions suggest that preferential flow pathways are contributing

to by-pass-flow (Schilling et al., 2023). Preferential flow paths (macropores) allow

nutrients that are enriched in surface soils (i.e., high SOM, C) to be transferred relatively

conservatively into TD rapidly after the onset of event conditions.

Table 3-2: Supplementary and in situ tile water chemistry across the 28-month study period. Values
are reported as means +/- standard deviation, except for pH, which is the median, and temperature
which is reported as a range.

Field Temperature 
(oC) pH Conductivity 

(
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NGS, but were relatively insensitive to flow conditions or season. In contrast, P

concentrations (TP and TDP) were not consistently related to crop cover and were instead

sensitive to hydrology and observed physical soil conditions (i.e., macropores), such that

TP concentrations in TD discharge were generally higher under event flow compared with

baseflow. These observations are described further below.

3.3.1 Seasonal measured and volume-weighted nitrogen concentrations in TD

discharge

Over the study period, measured concentrations of TN and NO3-N exceeded the

freshwater quality guideline of 3 mg L-1 in 58 % (i.e., 290 of 500 samples) and 39 % (i.e.,

193 of 492 samples) of the samples collected for TN and NO3-N, respectively. Total N and

NO3-N concentrations at the 12 sites varied greatly across the entire 28-month period (0.1

to 16 mg L-1), and there was no clear seasonal pattern across the five study periods. For

instance, measured TN concentrations in the 12 TDs ranged from 0.01 to 11 mg L-1 in

NGS1, from 0.01 to 7.4 mg L-1 in GS1, from 0.01 to 9.8 mg L-1 in NGS2, from 0.01 to 11

mg L-1 in GS2 and from 0.01 to 14 mg L-1 in NGS3 (Figure 3-4). Likewise, measured

NO3-N concentrations across the 12 TDs ranged from 0.01 to 7.0 mg L-1 in NGS1, from

0.01 to 6.8 mg L-1 in GS1, from 0.01 to 9.9 mg L-1 in NGS2, from 0.01 to 9.2 mg L-1 in

GS2, and from 0.01 to 7.6 mg L-1 in NGS3 (Figure 3-5). Maximum measured

concentrations of TN and NO3-N found within this study were considerably lower than

those reported by King et al. (2016), who measured TN and NO3-N concentrations as high

as 81 mg L-1 and 71 mg L-1, respectively in three tile drains in Ohio under a corn-soybean

rotation. However, in the King et al. (2016) report, tile water aliquots were collected every
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six hours, with concentrations greater than 40 mg L-1 being very uncommon. Instead, the

majority of samples ranged from 0 to 20 mg L-1 which matches findings from the current

study (King et al., 2016; Figure 3-4, 3-5). The increased sampling frequency likely allowed

King et al. (2016), to capture greater variability in N leaching in comparison to the weekly

to biweekly sample collection method outlined in the current study. Nevertheless, the range

in measured N concentrations from both the current study and King et al. (2016), are

comparable and would contribute to downstream eutrophication.
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Figure 3-4: Seasonal boxplot of measured TN concentrations (mg L-1) at the 12 tiled fields. Boxes indicate the 25th-75th percentile concentrations,
and the median is indicated by the central line. Whiskers indicate the upper and lower extents of the interquartile range multiplied by 1.5.  Statistical
outliers that exceed the whiskers are indicated by the dots. Numbers in brackets represent sample size (
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Figure 3-5: Seasonal boxplot of measured NO3-N concentrations (mg L-1) at the study tile drains. The WQG is 3 mg L-1.
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Due to considerable differences in tile discharge volume between seasons (Figure

3-1) and amongst the 12 tiles, volume-weighted concentrations of TN and NO3-N were

calculated. Similar to the individual observations, volume-weighted seasonal

concentrations of TN and NO3-N did not follow a consistent pattern across the five study

seasons. Seasonal volume-weighted mean concentrations of TN from the 12 TDs ranged

from 0.9 to 7.1 mg L-1 in NGS1, from 0.3 to 7.1 mg L-1 in GS1, 1.2 to 5.3 mg L-1 in NGS2,

2.0 to 7.7 mg L-1 in GS2, and 0.9 to 6.2 mg L-1 in NGS3 (Figure 3-6). Likewise, seasonal

volume-weighted mean concentrations of NO3-N at the 12 TD ranged from 0.3 to 4.8 mg

L-1 in NGS1, from 0.1 to 3.6 mg L-1 in GS1, 1.1 to 5.3 mg L-1 in NGS2, 0.4 to 3.8 mg L-1

in GS2, and 0.7 to 6.1 mg L-1 in NGS3 (Figure 3-6). Volume-weighted concentrations of

N in TD in the current study were similar to those reported by King et al. (2016), who

found that mean annual flow-weighted concentrations of TN and NO3-N were 14 and 13

mg L-1 respectively for a seven-year study of three experimental fields in Ohio under a

corn-soybean crop rotation. Interestingly, the proportion of NO3-N as TN differed

seasonally, with NO3-N accounting for on average 79 % (range: 43 to 100 %) of TN in the

NGS, whereas NO3-N only made up on average 44 % (range: 8.5 to 77 %) of the TN in the

GS (Figure 3-6). Thus, although volume-weighted N concentrations were similar across

seasons, there was more bioavailable N (as NO3-N) in the NGS. The greater portion of

NO3-N as TN in the NGS could be reflective of decreased NO3-N uptake by plants,

macropore flow, and freeze-thaw cycles (Gramlich et al., 2018; Gentry et al., 1998). The

greater proportion of NO3-N in the NGS highlights the importance of nutrient losses in the
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dormant season for contributing to downstream nutrient enrichment of agricultural streams

and the water bodies they flow into.
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Figure 3-6: Seasonal volume-weighted TN and NO3-N concentrations based on crop rotation where only fields with at least three measurements of
tile water in a season are reported; hashed bars represent NO3-N.
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Although N concentrations in TD eluent (measured and volume-weighted) were

similarly high between seasons and amongst the three years (Figure 3-4, 3-5, 3-6) the

volume of discharge was more than eight times greater in the NGS compared with the GS.

Therefore, seasonal variability in N mass flux was primarily due to differences in the

volume of discharge rather than concentration (Figure 3-7, 3-8). This finding is similar to

other studies which found that N export in tile drains correlated mainly with the volume of

discharge (Bjorneberg et al., 1996; Gentry et al., 1998). For instance, Gentry et al. (1998),

found that a single high-flow day contributed to the export of 148 kg N from a single TD

in central Illinois. Likewise, within the current study, a single 40 mm rain event on April

11/12, 2021, led to Mystery TD increasing in discharge from 0.60 L sec-1 (3:00 am, on

April 11) to 6.9 L sec-1 (1:00 am, April 12; Figure 3-1). As a result, it was estimated that

more than 15 kg N was exported from a single TD on this date. The loss of 15 kg N from

a single TD in NGS1 is much greater than the mean mass fluxes reported in Figure 3-7 &

Figure 3-8, which indicates the influence of  events on N losses. Furthermore, a 28 mm

rain-on-snow event on February 9, 2023, to an approximately 19 cm snowpack resulted in

Mystery TD increasing in discharge from 1.1 L sec-1 (4:45 am, February 9) to 17 L sec-1

(5:15 am, February 10; Figure 3-1). As a result, it was estimated that up to 13 kg N was

exported during this single event. These findings suggest that major rain events in early

spring and rain-on-snow events may be a substantial contributor to N export.
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Figure 3-7: Mean mass flux of TN normalized by dividing the sum of TN (kg) by the number of
events sampled in each season (
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3.3.1.1 Crop rotational influence on volume-weighted N concentrations.

Using an LMM, the effects of year and crop on nutrient leaching were examined to

determine whether interannual differences in climate or management are playing a role.

Within the GS, the LMM indicated that both year (
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3-1). Despite differences in weather between GS1 & 2, the LMM indicated that there was

no interaction between year and crop in the GS; however, this was not the case for the

NGS, when there was a year vs crop interaction for both TN (
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Table 3-3: The statistical significance (
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3.3.2 Seasonal and volume weighted phosphorus concentrations in TD discharge

An important objective of this study was to contrast N and P losses in tile drainage,

as the two nutrients are often considered separately (Dinnes et al., 2002; Gentry et al., 1998;

Heathwaite & Dils, 2000; King et al., 2015). Although both nutrients are added in

agricultural fertilizer, their behavior in soils and losses to tile leachate can be very different

due to their different solubilities (Gramlich et al., 2018). Phosphorus is an essential

macronutrient for agricultural production; however, the movement of P within soils to

surface waters is a long-standing problem in agriculture-dominated watersheds (Blann et

al., 2009; Gramlich et al., 2018; King et al., 2015; Sims et al., 1998). Within the current

study, measured TP concentrations in tile drain discharge exceeded the Ontario freshwater

quality objective of 30 
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Figure 3-9: Box plots of measured TP by season and crop rotation where numbers in paratheses indicate sample number.  Only fields with a sample
size (
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Figure 3-10: Seasonal volume-weighted TP concentrations based on crop rotation where only fields with a sample size (i.e., # of samples collected
within a season) greater than 3 per season are plotted. The WQG is 30 
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Seasonal observations indicated that TP concentrations were generally higher in

the NGS than the GS and were especially high during precipitation events, snow melt, and

rain-on-snow. Along with increased frequency of event flow conditions, overall, the NGS

experienced more than eight times greater volume of TD discharge in comparison with the

GS. Therefore, P export was greatest in the NGS due to high P concentrations during event

flow and the greater volume of discharge (Figure 3-11). The large difference in mass flux

of P between the NGSs and the GSs demonstrates the clear seasonal difference in P losses

(Figure 3-11). For instance, on March 6, 2022, a snow melt event occurred after average

air temperatures rose 8oC after a prolonged period of subzero air temperatures (Figure

3-1). The snowpack on the fields (up to 30 cm) was almost entirely melted due to the warm

air temperatures, and TD discharge at the Mystery TD increased from 3.7 L/sec at 5:45 am

to 82 L/sec at 11:30 am, which is the maximum rate of discharge that can occur from the

Mystery TD due to the diameter of the pipe (Figure 3-1, see Appendix A; Figure 6-6).

Measured TP concentrations during the snow melt event were at least 4-times higher than

the water quality objective, ranging from 130 to 600 
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the dormant season (Figure 3-1; Appendix B; Figure 3-11). This finding is common

among literature as a review by King et al. (2015), reported that most P losses occur during

periods of elevated flow within the NGS. For instance, Van Esbroeck et al. (2016), reported

that 67- 98% of annual TP losses occurred within the NGS at three working farm fields

with a corn-soy-winter wheat rotation in Ontario. The large difference in mass export of P

between the March 6 NGS event and the Sept 22 GS event demonstrates the clear seasonal

difference in event flow P leaching and highlights the importance of monitoring NGS

events when considering the impact of TD on nutrient losses in agricultural watersheds.

Figure 3-11: Mean mass flux of TP normalized by dividing the sum of TP (mg) of individual
sample events (
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3.3.2.1 Crop rotational influence on volume weighted P concentrations.

A LMM was used to evaluate the effects of year and crop cover on concentrations

of P in tile eluent. Volume weighted TP concentrations in the GS indicated greater within

site variability, like due to the influence event flow on P losses, yet no significant crop or

yearly effect (Table 3-5, 3-6). Overall, as there is very little tile discharge in the GS, it is

difficult to evaluate the influence of crop cover on P leaching losses to tiles. Nevertheless,

despite greater TD discharge within the NGS, the LMM indicated no significant effect of

crop cover on TP losses, however, the LMM did indicate a year effect (
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biomass (i.e., turnip, radish) have been found to contribute to higher TP leaching in

comparison with crop residues or grasses (Liu et al., 2019). Overall, previous literature is

unclear on the influence of winter cover on P leaching as Aronsson et al. (2016), found

that the effect of cover crops on P leaching in tile drains ranged from a relative increase of

86% to a relative decrease of 43% in comparison with fields without winter cover crops in

Scandinavia and Finland. 

Table 3-5: The statistical significance (
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through the crop rotation whereas labile/ bioavailable nutrient concentrations (water-

extractable; Olsen-P) would be more sensitive to crop cover/residue. As predicted, total C

and N concentrations in soil (determined by combustion) ranged from 12 to 58 mg g-1 and

1.1 to 5.0 mg g-1, respectively and were not significantly different across fields (Table

3-7).  Likewise, the C: N ratio at the 12 fields ranged from 10 to 14 across the four sample

periods (Table 3-7). The C:N ratios measured in this study were consistently below the

threshold for mineralization (25:1) indicating adequate N availability for SOM

mineralization (Table 4-7; OMAFRA, Moran, et al., 2017). These findings are similar to

those reported by Amorim et al. (2022), which found C:N ratios in bulk soils can be very

stable even after land use changes. Furthermore, SOM (determined by LOI) was consistent

across all fields over the study period ranging from 4.0 to 14% and there was no significant

(p
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Table 3-7: Total carbon, nitrogen, and carbon-to-nitrogen ratios (via combustion) of composite soil samples and SOM % (via LOI) from all fields based on
sample collection period.

Field Spring 2021 Fall 2021 Spring 2022 Fall 2022
C N C: N SOM C N C: N SOM C N C: N SOM C N C: N SOM

Units mg/g mg/g % mg/g mg/g % mg/g mg/g % mg/g mg/g %
Jason's 20 1.8 11 6.3 18 1.7 11 5.0 18 1.6 11 5.3 21 1.8 11 N/A
H7A2 27 2.4 12 5.6 30 2.4 12 8.8 20 1.6 12 4.3 26 2.2 12 N/A
H7B 28 2.4 12 6.3 23 2.1 11 8.1 21 1.8 12 5.3 22 2.0 11 N/A
Welcome 22 1.8 12 6.9 19 1.9 10 6.7 19 1.8 11 5.3 20 2.1 10 N/A
N. House 23 2.0 12 5.8 16 1.5 11 4.5 19 1.6 12 5.3 18 1.5 12 N/A
Hubicki
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It was hypothesized that the water-extractable fraction of soil nutrients would be

sensitive to crop cover/ residue and may help to explain why some crops experienced

greater nutrient leaching in TD discharge than others (i.e., higher TN and NO3-N

concentrations in TD discharge from the WW fields in comparison with CC fields).

However, there was no clear association between labile N or C concentrations relative to

the crop or crop cover present at the time of sampling despite some crops being N-fixing

legumes (i.e., soybean and cover crops; Table 3-8). For instance, soybeans can fix on

average 80 kg N ha-1 throughout the GS, and corn can deplete over 130 kg N ha-1

throughout the GS (Banks, 2019; Ding et al., 1997; Ravuri & Hume, 1992). As a result,

labile TN and NO3-N were expected to be significantly greater in soybean fields relative to

corn, especially in the fall (Banks, 2019; Ding et al., 1997; Ravuri & Hume, 1992).

However, the results from the current study indicated that labile concentrations of TN and

NO3-N in the A horizon of the agricultural fields were not significantly different amongst

crops in either spring or fall (Table 3-8). Similarly, labile C concentrations were not

significantly different amongst crop covers with averages ranging from 3.0 to 7.3% (of

total C) across the four sample periods (Table 3-8). The findings from the current study

align with those reported by Zhou et al. (2012), which found that there were no significant

differences in soil labile organic N and C pools between legume crops and non-legume

crops in a study out of southeastern Australia.
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Table 3-8: Mean labile soil nutrient concentrations across the four sample periods based on crop cover/ residue from the season before
sample collection (i.e., NGS or GS). Where C indicates corn, S indicates soybean, and W indicates wheat in the GS and CC indicates 
cover crop, CR indicates corn residue, WW indicates winter wheat in the NGS.

Crop Spring 2021 Fall 2021 Spring 2022 Fall 2022

Labile
TN (%)

Labile
NO3-N

(%)

Labile
TC (%)

Labile
TN (%)

Labile
NO3-N

(%)

Labile
TC (%)

Labile
TN (%)

Labile
NO3-N

(%)

Labile
TC (%)

Labile
TN (%)

Labile
NO3-N

(%)

Labile
TC
(%)

C
N/A

3.0 0.1 3.0
N/A

3.5 0.3 7.3
S 3.2 0.3 3.4 0.4 0.1 3.5
W 3.0 0.2 3.3 1.6 0.4 4.6
CC 2.5 0.2 3.8

N/A
3.4 0.2 3.6

N/ACR 2.9 0.3 4.7 1.2 0.1 3.0
WW 3.4 1.2 4.1 2.7 0.2 3.3
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In addition to assessing the proportion of soil N that was labile, this study also

compared water-extractable concentrations against crop needs and fertilizer

recommendations. Across the four sample periods, water extractable TN and NO3-N

concentrations ranged from 5 to 140 and 0.7 to 39 
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Figure 3-12: Mean water-extractable soil TN and NO3-N concentrations (
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Similar to water-extractable N and C, average soil HPO4 concentrations (Olsen P)

were relatively similar across the four sample periods (range: 12-26 
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P level of 12 
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period experienced several soil freezing events (Figure 3-3) which may have limited the

movement of soil nutrients to the PRS probes as soil moisture is needed to transport

nutrients across the exchange resin (Western AG, 2023). Furthermore, the Summer 2022

incubation, which partially aligned with GS2, was relatively wet in comparison to long-

term climate normals.

Nitrate, being a soluble anion, can easily move in soil solution and adsorb to the

cationic PRS probe membrane. The PRS probes captured significantly less NO3-N during

the Winter 2021 incubation compared with the Summer 2022 incubation (Figure 3-14).

The significantly lower NO3-N concentrations in the winter incubation suggest that

nitrogen cycling is slower within the winter incubation when soil temperatures are cooler

and microbial activity is decreased. Although differences in NO3-N fluxes within the

Winter incubation were not significantly different amongst the three crop covers, NO3-N

fluxes in the WW and CR fields were as much as 2-times higher than in the CC fields. This

finding is consistent with the TD water chemistry which indicated that N losses were

greatest from WW and CR fields in comparison to CC fields (Figure 3-4, 3-5, 3-6, Table

3-4). Interestingly, within the Summer 2022 incubation, there was a significant difference

in labile NO3-N among the three crops. Corn had the greatest average flux of NO3-N with

110 g ha-1day-1, whereas the average soybean flux was 67 g ha-1day-1, and wheat was 31 g

ha-1day-1 (Figure 3-14). This finding is contrary to TD water chemistry, which indicated

that N concentrations from corn fields were significantly lower in comparison to wheat

and soybean fields Table 3-4). The variation in nitrate fluxes under the different crops

suggests that crops or the management practices applied to various crop covers can play an
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integral role in NO3-N availability. Due to limited TD discharge within the GS, PRS probes

may be an especially useful tool to evaluate N availability in soils during the growing

season.
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Figure 3-14: Daily PRS probe NO3-N fluxes at a 15 cm depth over the two incubation periods; Winter 2021 (27 November 2021 to 5 April 2022,
130 days), and Summer 2022 (21 June 2022 to 9 August 2022, 50 days).
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In general, due to the tendency of P to bind with soil particles and form mineral

complexes, it can be difficult to accurately quantify available P levels within soils. Unlike

NO3-N, which is highly soluble, diffusion regulates the movement of P through the soil

matrix from areas of high concentrations to low. Other studies have shown how

conventional chemical extraction methods to measure bioavailable P are often inadequate,

especially for in-situ P dynamics (e.g., Cooperband & Logan, 1994). The passive ion sink

of PRS probes is analogous to biological uptake which could offer a better understanding

of P availability than conventional soil P tests (Cheesman et al., 2010). The PRS probe

results indicated that labile P fluxes were not significantly different across seasons (i.e.,

Winter 2021 vs. Summer 2022) or amongst crops/ crop residues (Figure 3-15). Despite no

significant difference in PRS probe P fluxes within the Winter incubation, the CC fields

had relativity high P fluxes in comparison to the CR fields, which aligns with observations

of TD water chemistry. Overall, the PRS probe P results indicated very low fluxes of P

which is likely due to its tendency to bind strongly with soil particles and exhibit low

mobility in soil solution. This finding only further confirmed the complicated nature of

assessing soil P levels. 
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Figure 3-15: Daily PRS probe P fluxes at a 15 cm depth for two incubation periods.
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3.4.2 Soil stratification

Nitrogen concentrations (in the soil solid phase) were almost always greater in

surface soils (1.5 to 3.9 mg g-1) compared with deeper soils (0.9 to 3.7 mg g-1), although

differences were not statistically significant when evaluated via a paired t-test (Table 3-9).

Likewise, water-extractable TN concentrations in surface soil (50 to 81 mg kg-1) were

consistently greater than in deeper soil (26 to 56 mg kg-1), although differences were not

statistically significant (Table 3-9). In contrast, water extractable NO3-N concentrations

were not significantly different between surface (1.3 to 20 mg kg-1) and deeper soil (2.6 to

14 mg kg-1) and some fields had greater NO3-N concentrations at the deeper depth (i.e.,

Burnham, H7B, Lovshin, Carr
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samples (0.76 to 1.7 mg g-1) compared with deep (0.49 to 1.0 mg g-1; Table 3-9). The

stratification of C within the Ah horizon may be due to surface-applied fertilizer or the

release of C via organic matter mineralization of crop residues at the soil surface

(Robertson & Paul, 2000). Similar findings were reported by Yang and Kay (2001) who

found that organic carbon concentrations were significantly greater in surface soils (0-10

cm) than in deeper soils (10-20) in fields under reduced tillage across a range of crop

rotations including continuous corn and corn-soy-wheat in Guelph, Ontario.

Lastly, except Beers, all fields had higher extractable P concentrations (Olsen P) in

surface soils (12 to 30 
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practices, and this has been identified as a potential contributor to the resurgence of HABs

in Lake Erie (Smith, 2015; Smith et al., 2015, 2017).
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Table 3-9: Mean soil nutrient concentrations all study fields ordered from north to south, where S (shallow) indicates soils collected from 0-
5cm depth and D (deep) indicates soils collected from 15-20cm depth. Statistical significance: *(p<0.05), **(p<0.005) ***(p<0.0005).

Field N Combustion 
(mg/g)

TN (mg/kg) 3
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3.5. The NGS: A critical period of TD discharge and nutrient loss

This study hypothesized that measured and volume-weighted N and P

concentrations within TD discharge would be higher in the NGS compared with the GS

due to reduced plant uptake of nutrients in the dormant season. However, this hypothesis

was only partly supported, as measured N concentrations in tile eluent were high year-

round. Furthermore, measured and volume-weighted concentrations of P were highest

following extreme precipitation events in both seasons. Although measured and volume-

weighted concentrations of nutrients in tile discharge were similar across the three NGSs

and the two GSs, the volume of discharge was much greater in the NGSs (Figure 3-1). As

such, the total mass export of N and P via tile drains correlated mainly with the volume of

discharge resulting in the NGSs being the primary leaching period within this study.

Similarly, Bjorneberg et al. 1996, reported that up to 85% of annual NO3-N mass export

occurred within the NGS in Iowa, specifically in the spring or fall when vegetative growth

was not active, which correlated mainly with the volume of TD discharge rather than the

NO3-N concentration. Furthermore, Van Esbroeck et al. (2016), found that the most critical

period for hydrologic losses and P export was the NGS when up to 98% of the annual TP

losses occurred from three tiles in southern Ontario. In conclusion, due to the variation in

volume of discharge across seasons, the most critical period for nutrient losses in regions

with a comparable climate is the NGS. The greater volume of discharge throughout the

NGS contributes to greater mass export of N and P which can have a negative influence on

downstream waterways such as eutrophication. Therefore, it is critical to prioritize the NGS
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when creating and implementing BMPs to reduce nutrient leaching in agriculturally

dominated watersheds. 

3.6 The effect of winter cover crops and other BMPs on N and P leaching

via TDs

Winter cover crops are considered a BMP in seasonally snow-covered watersheds,

where they are planted to improve SOM levels, provide surface protection, and reduce

off-site nutrient leaching by scavenging excess soil nutrients and moisture. This study

compared nutrient concentrations in TD discharge, labile soil nutrients in agricultural soils,

and PRS probe nutrient fluxes from fields planted in different over-winter-covers/ residues

to test the hypothesis that overwinter cover, either non-living (i.e., CC) or living but

dormant (i.e., WW) would reduce tile drain nutrient leaching in the NGS in comparison to

crop residue (i.e., CR). Furthermore, this analysis was done in the context of other

commonly used BMPs such as no-till and crop rotation of corn-soybean-wheat (as opposed

to monoculture cropping). The results only partly supported this hypothesis, as N losses

were lower from fields planted to CC but were unexpectedly high from WW fields (Figure

3-4, 3-5, 3-6, Table 3-4). Likewise, measured and volume-weighted P concentrations were

numerically, but not significantly, greater from CC fields than from WW or CR fields

during the NGS. Overall, the findings from this study indicate that over-winter cover (i.e.,

CC and WW) differentially influenced N and P concentrations in TD leachate. Although

fields planted to CC contributed to the lowest measured and volume-weighted N

concentrations in TD discharge, these fields also leached some of the highest TP
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concentrations in TD discharge. Therefore, to reduce N and P leaching in agricultural-

dominated watersheds, BMPs may have to target specific nutrients rather than a 
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et al., 2019; OMAFRA, 2020). There are concerns regarding the leaching of nutrients from

fall-applied fertilizer with some researchers stating that fall-applied fertilizer can greatly

increase nutrient leaching (Grant et al., 2019; Hart et al., 2004). Despite the influence fall

fertilizer application may have on nutrient leaching to tiles, no fertilizer was applied to any

fields in the fall prior to NGS3 due to high costs related to the Ukraine war (Shahini et al.,

2022). Despite this, N leaching from WW fields and P leaching from CC fields remained

high and was higher than from CR fields in NGS3 (Figure 3-4, 3-5, 3-6, 3-9, 3-10, Table

3-3, 3-5). A study by Bjorneberg et al. (1996), which examined NO3-N leaching in TDs

from April to December across three years found that high NO3-N leaching occurred

throughout the study period both prior to fertilization and after crop harvest demonstrating

that fertilizer was not the only source of NO3-N in TD discharge. Likewise, a review paper

by King et al. (2015), found that multiple factors influence P leaching such as soil

characteristics, drainage design, management practices (e.g., fertilizer application timing

and amount), and climatic variables (e.g., storm events). Therefore, the application of fall

fertilizer is not the only factor that governs P leaching in TD landscapes and several recent

studies have pointed to the influence of 
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pathways; Van Meter et al., 2016). As such, legacy soil nutrients could be an additional

factor influencing nutrient leaching via TD. Notably, WW is planted following soybeans

which are legumes that can fix atmospheric N2 through their symbiotic association with

rhizobia, and thus N levels in soil solution are often higher within soybean fields (Ciampitti

et al., 2021; Vanotti & Bundy, 1995). The influence of soybean on soil N concentrations is

suggested by the relatively high PRS probe NO3-N concentrations at the soybean fields

(average: 67 g/ha/day) in comparison to the wheat fields (average: 31 g/ha/day); however,

it should be noted that NO3-N concentrations in PRS probes were greatest at the corn fields

(average: 110 g/ha/day) during the Summer 2022 (i.e., GS2) incubation period (Figure

3-14). Relatively high NO3-N concentrations at the corn fields may be due to the recent

application of fertilizer at the corn fields, less than 2 months prior to the incubation period.

In contrast, fertilizer was applied at least 8 months prior to PRS probe incubation at the

wheat and soybean fields. Studies have suggested that soybeans can supply as much as 45

to 67 kg N ha-1 to the subsequent crop (Vanotti & Bundy, 1995). Winter wheat is typically

planted into soybean residue at no-till fields in Ontario, including the operational fields of

the current study (OMAFRA, Agriculture and Agri-food Canada, et al., 2017). Soybeans

are often harvested in the late fall which gives the following WW crop minimal time to

establish itself and utilize the 
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planted in August) only reached rooting depths of 0.5 m by November, and given the

greater number of growing days for early sown WW in comparison to WW planted in

October it could be assumed that WW rooting depths in the current study would be

shallower than 0.5 m. Indeed, observations across the three NGSs in this study indicated

large differences in WW establishment, with minimal plant establishment in NGS1 & 3

(see Figure 3-17). Although the inclusion of soybean in a crop rotation is believed to be

beneficial by providing a 
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extractable P in non-brassica cover crops ranged from 16-29 % of the plant total whereas

brassica cover crops ranged from 31-58% of the plant total (Liu et al., 2019). Overall, P

concentrations in over-winter cover crops are greater in brassica species compared with

grasses or crop residues which may contribute to greater P losses at the CC fields in

comparison to the WW or CR fields (Figure 3-9, 3-10). Secondly, greater P concentrations

in soils can lead to greater P losses to TD discharge (Leverich Nigon et al., 2022). Within

the current study, soil HPO4 concentrations were relatively similar across seasons and

crops; however, the CC fields had the highest soil P concentrations in the spring of 2022

(i.e., the spring after NGS2; 26 
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3.6.3 Over-winter cover crop development as a factor influencing nutrient leaching

via TDs

The difference in nutrient leaching between the overwinter covers throughout the

NGS could be further explained by the growing conditions prior to winter dormancy. Poor

growing conditions in the early fall, which limit plant establishment prior to winter

senescence, could contribute to lower-than-expected nutrient scavenging by over-winter

cover. As CCs are planted following wheat harvest, which typically occurs in late August,

they normally have approximately 50 to 60 growing days prior to winter dormancy to

establish. As such, CC fields should be well established prior to winter dormancy resulting

in dense plant cover that limits soil exposure over the NGS (see Figure 3-16). However,

field observations indicated that not all plants within the CC mixtures were well established

each year, despite similar seed mixes. For example, in NGS1 the plant cover at the CC

fields was primarily comprised of grasses (i.e., oats, rye, buckwheat). In contrast, in NGS2

and NGS3 the plant cover was more diverse with species such as berseem clover,

sunflowers, hairy vetch, peas, turnip, and daikon radish being more established within the

CC fields in comparison to NGS1. As explained in section 4.6.2 the decomposition of

brassicas can leach high amounts of P to tiles.  This may explain why P levels in PRS

probes and tile drainage were higher in NGS2 & 3 compared with NGS1. In contrast to the

CC fields, WW was generally seeded following soybean harvest in mid-October leaving

on average only 15-25 growing days before the first frost. Field observations indicated that

WW was less established in NGS1 & 3, with an average height of approximately three cm

prior to winter senescence. In contrast, winter wheat was somewhat better established in
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NGS2 as it reached a maximum height of approximately 10 cm prior to winter dormancy

(see Figure 3-17). Poor WW establishment prior to the winter could influence P and N

concentrations in TD discharge through the NGS. For instance, a study by Drury et al.

(2014), found that in years when WW was not fully established prior to winter senescence

NO3-N loads in TD were higher in Ontario, Canada. However, within the current study,

volume-weighted N concentrations in tile drainage were consistently higher in WW fields

in all three NGSs despite slight differences in WW establishment. As such, it appears that

crop growth prior to winter senescence is not the only factor influencing the relatively high

N leaching rates from WW fields compared with CC or CR fields.
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Figure 3-16: Extent of soil cover in cover crop fields prior to snowfall in a) NGS1 (November 25, 2020), b) NGS2 (October 13, 2021), and c) NGS3
(October 14, 2022).
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Figure 3-17: Extent of plant cover in the winter wheat fields in a) NGS1 (November 25, 2020), b) NGS2 (October 18, 2021), and c) NGS3 October
28, 2022. Note, fall fertilizer was not applied in NGS3.
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3.6.4 Soil physical properties and their influence on nutrient leaching via TD

The physical properties of soils in an agricultural setting play a vital role in

influencing crop growth/ prosperity but also may influence nutrient leaching, especially in

the presence of TD. No-till or conservation tillage has become a common BMP across

Canada (i.e., 81% of farmland in Canada; Statistics Canada 2017a) due to its tendency to

improve SOM and reduce erosion (Blanco-Canqui & Ruis, 2018; Busari et al., 2015; Lv et

al., 2023). However, the absence of mechanical mixing in no-till soils can cause nutrients

to become enriched in surface soil.  Specifically, increases in SOM are often limited to the

soil surface which can lead to the stratification of immobile nutrients such as P rather than

water-soluble nutrients such as N (Blanco-Canqui & Ruis, 2018). The significant

stratification of P at the study fields (Table 3-9) could have implications for nutrient losses

in tile eluent as both dissolved (i.e., TDP) and PP can be lost via tile drain discharge in the

presence of preferential pathway networks (Lam et al., 2016; Williams et al., 2016). In

no-till systems, preferential pathways can form and persist across multiple years, possibly

getting worse with age (i.e., deepening and widening). Preferential pathways can contribute

up to 30% of discharge from agricultural fields, especially in the NGS when the soil-

saturated zone is close to the soil surface (Gaillot et al., 2023). In the current study, the TD

agricultural fields were close to or exceeded soil saturation during event conditions (i.e.,

heavy rainfall events, rain on snow, spring melt) and throughout the NGSs (Figure 3-3).

Tile flow via preferential pathways within no-till agricultural fields could have

severe consequences for nutrient losses in TD discharge. Throughout the NGS, nutrients

that are enriched in topsoil can leach more readily in the presence of preferential pathways
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as they can bypass the soil matrix (Grant et al., 2019; Tiessen et al., 2010). Using tracers,

previous research has found that preferential flow is a critical pathway for P movement to

tile drains after the onset of precipitation events (Laubel et al., 1999). Elevated P

concentrations in tile drainage that occur immediately after the onset of precipitation

support the idea that preferential flow pathways are a significant hydrological pathway for

P leaching (King et al., 2015; Laubel et al., 1999).  Likewise, high organic C concentrations

that were observed in the current study during both NGS and GS events suggest the

importance of bypass flow through the soil profile. Furthermore, field observations

indicated that certain cover crop species including turnips and daikon radishes very quickly

decayed and left behind deep and wide macropores in their place (see Figure 3-18). For

instance, daikon radishes extended to depths greater than 30 cm and were as wide as 6 cm.

These large macropores could act as conduits for TP and TDP to enter TD. Macropore

development is an unexpected byproduct of no-tillage, and in combination with tile

drainage, nutrient stratification, and decay of nutrient-rich winter cover crops, could

contribute to the eutrophication of downstream waterbodies and has been suggested as a

potential contributor to rising SRP in Lake Erie (Joosse & Baker, 2011).
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Figure 3-18: Field observations of bio pore created by the growth of daikon radish in the fall at S.
Carr (A) and in the spring (B; Frances & Schultz, 2016)

4. Conclusion

In conclusion, this study found that the NGS is the most critical period of nutrient

loss via TD. Although concentrations of N and P were relatively similar across seasons,

the NGS experienced the greatest mass loss of nutrients as a result of higher tile discharge

during the NGS. In seasonally snow-covered regions, winter BMPs are an important way

to limit nutrient losses as well as improve soil conditions.  However, in combination, some

winter BMPs may inadvertently increase nutrient losses, and effects on P vs. N may differ.

For instance, this study concluded that within the NGS, TN and NO3-N concentrations were

significantly higher at the WW fields in comparison with the CC fields; however, TP losses

were greatest from CC fields in comparison with WW and CR fields. 
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Nitrogen concentrations in tiles draining WW fields were consistently higher than

from CC or CR fields in all three NGSs despite differences in fertilizer application and

crop establishment over the years. Although WW fields received fall fertilizer application

in NGS1 & 2 and were poorly established prior to winter senescence in NGS1 & 3, the

N-credit provided by the previous soybean crop likely explained the consistently high N

concentrations in WW eluent. Furthermore, although TP concentrations were not

significantly greater from CC fields they were numerically higher, especially in NGS2.

The observation of preferential flow pathways, such as those brought on by the

decomposition of tuber species, suggests that high TP concentrations in tiles draining CC

fields in NGS2 & 3 may be due to preferential flow pathways and the decomposition of

brassica species. Additionally, P transfer to tile drains may have been exacerbated by

nutrient stratification, as preferential flow pathways in no-till, surface-broadcast fertilized

fields allow surface-enriched nutrients to bypass the soil matrix (Crozier et al., 1999; Vidon

& Cuadra, 2011).

Overall, although over-winter cover is a BMP for soils, the benefits do not always

apply to water resources and could exacerbate the negative impacts of row crop agriculture

on surrounding waterways. Further research is needed to explain the high rates of N

leaching from WW and unexpectedly high P losses from CC fields and to identify solutions

to prevent or mitigate these losses. Furthermore, future efforts to improve agricultural BMP

performance need to take a more integrated, watershed view, and consider both soil

preservation as well as water resource protection. As this study discovered, the effects of

over-winter BMPs were different for N vs. P, which highlights the need to have BMPs that

target each nutrient individually with a focus on their individual nutrient loss pathways. 
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6. Appendix

Appendix A

Figure 6-1. A complete record of tile drainage discharge at Mystery from October 2020 to April
2023 where black indicates discharge estimated from the Gage West relationship, red indicates
discharge estimated from the Mystery Creek relationship and blue represents discharge from the
mystery tile drain FloWav logger.



121

Figure 6-2. River discharge at Gage West (grey) and Mystery Creek (red), in relation to the
Mystery TD discharge volume (blue).
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Figure 6-3. Discharge rating curve for Gage West (Liu et al., 2022).

Figure 6-4. Discharge rating curve for Mystery Creek (Liu et al., 2022).
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Figure 6-5. The coherence of instantaneous TD discharge across the 11 TD sampled within this
study. The Welcome TD outlet is excluded due to its continuous submergence in the stream it
discharges into.
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Figure 6-6. Visual representation of the change in Mystery TD discharge due to melting snow on
March 6, 2022, where A) was taken at 11:00 am and B) was taken at 1:30 pm.
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Table 6-1. Monthly and seasonal air temperature, precipitation, and tile discharge from Mystery
TD. Values in parentheses following discharge represent discharge as a fraction of precipitation.

Month Mean Air
Temperature (
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Appendix B

Table 6-2. Mean measured TDP concentrations by field and season order by crop rotation.
Numbers in parentheses indicate sample number (



127

Figure 6-7: Seasonal boxplot of measured TOC concentrations (mg L-1) at the 12 tiled fields. Boxes indicate the 25th-75th
percentile concentrations, and the median is indicated by the central line. Whiskers indicate the upper and lower extents of the
interquartile range multiplied by 1.5.  Statistical outliers that exceed the whiskers are indicated by the dots. Numbers in brackets
represent sample size (



128

Table 6-3. Mean measured nutrient concentrations by river and season. Numbers in parentheses indicate sample number (



129

Railway 4.0 (10) 3.5 (9) 170 (7) 99 (2) 59 (10) 55 (10) 5.3 (10)

Williamsons 1.2 (13) 0.8 (11) 95 (9) 52 (6) 56 (13) 53 (13) 4.1 (13)

N
G
S
3

Bethel grove 3.5 (8) 3.0 (8) 45 (6) 14 (2) 66 (6) 59 (6) 7.2 (6)

Gage East 1.4 (7) 1.3 (7) 72 (5) 13 (2) 68 (6) 59 (6) 8.8 (6)

Gage Urban 0.8 (8) 0.7 (8) 55 (6) 15 (4) 64 (6) 52 (6) 11 (6)

Gage West 1.5 (7) 1.4 (7) 120 (7) 110 (3) 69 (6) 60 (6) 8.8 (6)

Lovknee 0.6 (3) 0.4 (3) 16 (3) 10 (1) 86 (2) 74 (2) 12 (2)

Mystery Creek 2.7 (4) 2.7 (4) 17 (3) 9 (1) 80 (3) 72 (3) 8.2 (3)

Railway 3.4 (1) 4.1 (1) 16 (1) 80 (1) 70 (1) 9.2 (1)

Williamsons 1.3 (8) 1.0 (8) 45 (7) 17 (2) 65 (6) 58 (6) 6.8 (6)
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Appendix C

Figure 6-8. Seasonal bar plot of soil TC and TOC concentrations (
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Appendix D

Figure 6-9. Map of sampling locations including tile outlets, rivers, and soil monitoring stations. Field outlines and tiled areas
within each field are indicated.
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Table 6-4. Non- TD soil characteristics ordered from north to south where * indicates fields which are seasonally conventionally tilled.
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Table 6-5. Mean soil nutrient concentrations at six non-tile drained fields across the entire study period where S (shallow) indicates soils collected
from 0-5cm depth and D (deep) indicates soils collected from 15-20cm depth. Statistical significance: *(p<0.05), **(p<0.005) ***(p<0.0005).

��
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Figure 6-10: Average daily soil moisture and temperature data at TD fields (green), NTD fields
(red), and the Cobourg field (NTD; blue) at a depth of 15cm. Climate conditions, including daily
precipitation and daily mean temperature, were retrieved from the station Cobourg (AUT) weather
station.
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Table 6-6. Mean pre-incubation soil conditions and nutrient concentrations for the buried bag soil
materials.

Bag
material

Soil
moistu

re
HPO4 3
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Figure 6-11. Seasonal change in BB NO3-N concentrations under TD and NTD fields for two incubation periods, Winter 2021 (November 2021 to
April 2022) and Summer 2022 (June 2022 to August 2022). The * indicates fields that are NTD.
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Figure 6-12. Seasonal change in BB P concentrations (Olsen P) under TD and NTD fields for two incubation periods. * Indicate fields that are
NTD.
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Figure 6-13. Daily PRS probe NO3-N concentrations at a 15 cm depth below TD and NTD fields for two incubation periods. * Indicate fields that
are NTD.
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Figure 6-14. Daily PRS probe P concentrations at a 15 cm depth below TD and NTD fields for two incubation periods. * Indicate fields that are
NTD.
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Appendix E

Table 6-7. Nitrogen fertilizer guidelines are based on spring NO3-N concentrations used by
OMAFRA (OMAFRA et al., 2017).
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Table 6-8. Phosphorus fertilizer guidelines based on HPO4 (Olsen-P) concentrations used by
OMAFRA (OMAFRA et al., 2017).




