THE
VERDANT
COMMONS
PROJECT

Nitrous Oxide (N20) Fact Sheet
Attribute Specification

Description Nitrous Oxide (N,O), often called "the forgotten greenhouse gas," is significantly more
potent than methane and stays in the atmosphere for over a century. A colorless, non-
flammable gas with a slightly sweet odor. While used as "laughing gas" in medicine, itis a
major greenhouse gas and the leading ozone-depleting substance.

Atmospheric Approximately 114 to 120 years.
Lifetime

Current ~337 ppb (parts per billion). It has risen nearly 25% since the pre-industrial era.
Concentration

Global Emission Sources
Total annual emissions are approximately 17 to 19 million tonnes (Mt).
e Human (Anthropogenic) Sources (~¥40%): Approximately 7-8 Mt/year.

o Agriculture (75% of human total): Primarily from synthetic nitrogen fertilizers and
livestock manure applied to soils.

o Industry (~10%): Production of adipic acid (for nylon) and nitric acid (for fertilizer).

o Combustion (~10%): Biomass burning and fossil fuel combustion (especially from
catalytic converters in cars).

¢ Non-Human (Natural) Sources (~60%): Approximately 10-11 Mt/year.

o Microbial Processes: Naturally occurring bacteria in soils and the oceans (upwelling
areas) break down nitrogen.

Potency vs. Carbon Dioxide (CO,)
Because N,0 absorbs radiation very effectively and lasts a long time, its impact is massive.
e 100-Year Horizon (GWP100): 265-298 times more potent than CO,.

¢ Impact Comparison: One tonne of N,O is equivalent to nearly 300 tonnes of CO,.

Risks to Humanity
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¢ Climate Warming: It is the third most important greenhouse gas, contributing roughly 6=7% of

total global warming.

e Ozone Depletion: Since the phase-out of CFCs, N,O has become the #1 threat to the ozone

layer, which protects humans from skin cancer and cataracts caused by UV radiation.

e Water Quality: The same nitrogen runoff that creates N,O also causes "dead zones" in oceans

and contaminates drinking water.

Mitigation Strategies (Quick Action)

e Precision Agriculture: Using "Variable Rate Technology" (VRT) to apply fertilizer only where and

when plants need it, reducing waste.

¢ Nitrification Inhibitors: Chemical additives for fertilizer that slow down the bacterial conversion

of nitrogen into N,O gas.

e Industrial Abatement: Installing "thermal oxidation" or "catalytic destruction" units at nylon and

fertilizer factories can eliminate 95-99% of their N,O emissions almost instantly.

Metric Conversion Guide

To convert Nitrous Oxide (N,O) to Carbon Dioxide Equivalent (CO-e), use the standard multiplier

of 273 (IPCC ARG value).

Tonnes COe = (Tonnes N,0) x 273
Metric Tonnes of N,O

1 Tonne

10 Tonnes

100 Tonnes

1,000 Tonnes

The 4R Framework for N,O Mitigation
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CO.e (Standard 100-Year Impact)

273 Tonnes

2,730 Tonnes

27,300 Tonnes

273,000 Tonnes
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The "4R" Nutrient Stewardship Framework is the gold standard for reducing Nitrous Oxide (N;O)
emissions while maintaining crop yields. It focuses on increasing Nitrogen Use Efficiency (NUE) so that
plants eat the nitrogen before soil bacteria turn it into gas.

The "R"  Technical Strategy Mitigation Impact
Right Use Enhanced Efficiency Fertilizers (EEFs). These 15% — 50% reduction in N,O
Source include nitrification inhibitors (which stop bacteria from emissions.

creating N2O) and controlled-release coatings.

Right Use Soil Testing and Precision Sensing (like drones or 10% — 25% reduction by avoiding
Rate satellite imagery) to match nitrogen supply to the actual "over-feeding" the soil.
needs of the crop.

Right Apply fertilizer during the active growing season rather than  Up to 40% reduction by preventing
Time in the fall or early spring when the ground is wet and plants  nitrogen from sitting in

are dormant. waterlogged soil.
Right Use Subsurface Injection (placing fertilizer 2-4 inches deep)  20% — 45% reduction by keeping
Place instead of broadcasting it on the surface. the nitrogen away from the

surface-level bacteria.

High-Impact Technologies for N,O Reduction
1. Nitrification & Urease Inhibitors:

a. How they work: Chemical additives (like DCD or DMPP) that temporarily "pause" the soil
bacteria (Nitrosomonas) from converting ammonia into nitrate.

b. Cost-Benefit: They usually cost an extra $5-$15 per acre but often pay for themselves
because less fertilizer is "lost" to the air, meaning the farmer can use less total product.

2. Variable Rate Technology (VRT):

a. How it works: GPS-equipped tractors adjust the fertilizer flow in real-time based on a
"prescription map" of the field.

b. Impact: Prevents "hotspots" of N,O emissions in low-lying or already nutrient-rich parts of a
field.

3. Cover Crops (Legumes):

a. How they work: Planting clover or vetch in the off-season naturally "fixes" nitrogen from the
air into the soil.
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b. Impact: Reduces the need for synthetic nitrogen (the primary source of human N,O by up
to 50 Ibs. per acre.

Economic Conversion: The "Carbon Value" of 4R

If a large farm (5,000 acres) reduces its nitrogen application by just 10% using these methods, the
climate impact is massive:

e N0 Saved: ~2.5 Metric Tonnes.
e CO.e Offset: ~682 Metric Tonnes (2.5 x 273).

e Carbon Credit Potential: At $30/tonne, this represents $20,460 in potential annual carbon
revenue for the farm.

Several federal and state programs provide financial assistance to farmers adopting 4R Nutrient
Stewardship (Right Source, Right Rate, Right Time, Right Place) to reduce nitrous oxide (N,O) emissions.
These programs typically operate through the USDA Natural Resources Conservation Service (NRCS) and
use the Nutrient Management Standard (Code 590) as their baseline for payment.

1. Environmental Quality Incentives Program (EQIP)
EQIP is the primary federal cost-share program for on-farm conservation.

¢ What it pays for: Directly subsidizes the cost of implementing nutrient management plans,
including soil testing, precision application, and the use of nitrification inhibitors.

e 2026 Update: Under the Inflation Reduction Act (IRA), EQIP received an additional $8.45
billion through 2026 specifically for "climate-smart" activities that reduce greenhouse gases
like N20.

e Payment Rates: Often cover 50% to 75% of the practice cost but can reach up to 90% for
historically underserved producers or for complex precision agriculture implementations.

2. Conservation Stewardship Program (CSP)
CSP is designed for producers already practicing conservation who want to "level up."

e What it pays for: Provides annual payments for enhancing existing systems, such as switching to
advanced 4R precision technology or using slow-release nitrogen stabilizers.

e  Minimum Payment: The USDA recently increased the minimum annual payment for new and
renewed CSP contracts to $4,000.
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This program creates targeted partnerships between the USDA and local organizations (like state
agencies or non-profits).

3. Regional Conservation Partnership Program (RCPP)

e How it works: Funds are often funneled into specific watersheds to address high nitrogen runoff.

e Current Projects: For example, the Innovative Nutrient and Sediment Reduction Grants in the
Chesapeake Bay area provide millions to accelerate 4R adoption.

4. State-Specific Incentive Programs
Many states offer their own "add-on" payments to encourage nitrogen reduction.

¢ Nitrogen Reduction Incentive Program (e.g., Nebraska): Offers direct per-acre payments (up
to $15/acre in priority areas) for producers who reduce their nitrogen application by at least 15%
or 40 lbs.

e Water Quality Initiatives: States like lowa and California have dedicated funds for "Nutrient
Stewardship" to prevent nitrate leaching into groundwater while also reducing air emissions.

5. Tax Credits for Low-Carbon Intensity (ClI)

Starting in 2025, new federal tax credits (under the IRA) offer incentives for producing crops with a low
"Carbon Intensity" score for use in biofuels.

¢ The Benefit: Farmers using 4R practices can prove a lower Cl score, potentially fetching a
premium price from biofuel refineries receiving these credits.

How to Apply

For most of these programs, the application process is continuous, though "batching dates" (deadlines
for specific funding cycles) often occur in January or October. You can find your local point of contact
through the USDA Service Center Locator.
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