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Introduction

The cost and supply of chemical fertilizers used by farmers has been an issue of interest to certain Members in the 119th Congress. Since January 2021, U.S. prices for chemical fertilizers have rapidly increased at times—such as in 2022, with Russia's invasion of Ukraine, and in 2026, during the U.S. conflict with Iran. Russia and the Persian Gulf countries are major suppliers of fertilizer to the United States and many other countries.

The Trump Administration has taken a number of actions to try to ease the flow of goods domestically, including fertilizer. The Trump Administration issued a five-month waiver of the Jones Act—from March 18, 2026, to August 17, 2026—to facilitate the transportation of fertilizer and other commodities that are normally shipped from the Persian Gulf and through the Strait of Hormuz.1 (The Jones Act requires that waterborne cargo transported between any two U.S. points be carried on U.S.-built vessels.) Additionally, on May 26, 2026, the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT) issued a 90-day waiver of the hours-of-service limitations and other requirements for truck drivers transporting fertilizers in certain states to address "the fertilizer supply crisis during the critical spring application season."2 The Secretary of Agriculture has also addressed fertilizer, stating a goal of "reshoring" all production back to the United States. In addition, the federal government has committed to providing a loan guarantee of over $1 billion to develop potash mining in central Michigan and $500 million in grants in FY2026 for the construction of new U.S. fertilizer plants.3

Since the COVID-19 pandemic, Congress has shown increased interest in the security of U.S. supply chains. Particularly, Congress has sought to encourage the domestic production of critical foreign-sourced products.4 For example, one Member's website states, "The most secure supply chain is one that starts in America."5 Several bills introduced in the 119th Congress reflect this sentiment, including


	the Grown in America Act (H.R. 1707), which would provide a tax credit for products purchased from U.S. producers;

	the Homegrown Fertilizer Act (H.R. 8457, S. 4148), which would provide grants to encourage U.S. fertilizer production and favor grant applicants who dedicate their sales to U.S. farmers;

	the Securing American Agriculture Act (H.R. 1995, S. 912), which would require a U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) security assessment of agricultural inputs sourced from China; and

	the House-passed Farm, Food, and National Security Act of 2026 (H.R. 7567), which would require the Secretary of Agriculture to study the feasibility of making loans to farmers to construct on-farm fertilizer storage facilities.



Other bills would address the price of fertilizers, such as the Fertilizer Research Act (H.R. 6192, S. 2808) and the Fertilizer Transparency Act (H.R. 8104, S. 4152). The PRECISE Act (S. 1616, H.R. 6143) would promote more efficient use of farming inputs, including fertilizer. In addition, the Promoting Resilient Supply Chains Act (S. 257) would address supply chains across industries.

Given the Administration's recent actions and statements concerning fertilizers and congressional interest in fertilizer pricing and supply, this report offers a review of how fertilizers are transported to and within the United States and how federal policy affects that movement. 



Fertilizer Transportation

Fertilizers are generally transported by trucks, railroads, barges, and ships.6 Anhydrous ammonia, which is used as a fertilizer and an input to manufacture other fertilizers, is transported by pipeline.7 Trucks are typically used to transport fertilizers over shorter distances, such as less than 500 miles, and to agriculture retail facilities and farms. Railroads are often used to transport fertilizers longer distances, such as from one region of the country to another, and to carry fertilizer raw material inputs in large quantities from mines or manufacturing facilities and to and from ports or land border crossings. The fertilizer industry estimates that trucks carry about half of all fertilizers in the United States when measured in tons, but when measured in ton-miles (weight and distance),8 railroads carry about two-thirds of fertilizers.9 River barges, such as those carrying cargo on the Mississippi River system (including its tributaries) and Columbia-Snake system, are a competitive alternative to rail. Oceangoing ships are primarily used to import and export fertilizers but are often not price competitive for moving fertilizers domestically along U.S. coastlines for reasons explained in "Waterborne ," below. Issues with rail service and domestic coastal shipping may limit the efficacy of increasing domestic production for domestic users of fertilizers.

The three main types of fertilizer are nitrogen, phosphate, and potassium.10 Nitrogen fertilizer is mostly made from natural gas that the United States produces in abundance, especially in Texas, Louisiana, and Oklahoma. Phosphate fertilizer is made from mined phosphate rock; Florida is the largest domestic producer, but North Carolina, Idaho, and Utah also have mine sites. Potassium fertilizer is mined potash, of which the United States has little and thus imports mostly from Saskatchewan, Canada. Sulfur is also a fertilizer, and sulfuric acid is critical to producing phosphorous fertilizer.11 Sulfur is a byproduct of the oil refining process, and the Gulf region is a major source of this product.

Fertilizers are transported in three forms as identified by The Fertilizer Institute (TFI):12


	1. a solid form called prill (e.g., urea, ammonia nitrate, calcium nitrate, potassium nitrate);

	2. a liquid form (e.g., urea ammonium nitrate, ammonium nitrate solution, ammonium polyphosphate solution, aqua ammonia); or

	3. a compressed gas (e.g., anhydrous ammonia).



The major import gateways for fertilizer are Louisiana ports on the Mississippi River; Canadian rail crossings from Minnesota to Montana; Houston, TX; Wilmington, NC; Tampa, FL; Portland, OR; and Stockton, CA. The leading export gateways are Tampa, FL; Canadian and Mexican rail crossings; and Louisiana ports.13


Road

A DOT estimation model of freight movement in the United States indicates that the top states for moving fertilizer by truck, as measured by tons moved, are also major agricultural producing states—Iowa, Illinois, Nebraska, Arkansas, Texas, and Washington.14 The New York City region ranks sixth in total tons moved, possibly indicating nonagricultural uses of fertilizer such as for golf courses and lawns.15

Trucks are also used to connect with other transportation modes where fertilizer producers or hubs are not located on a rail line or waterway. Two provisions in the bill known as the BUILD America 250 Act (H.R. 8870, as ordered reported by the House Committee on Transportation and Infrastructure) would allow trucks carrying dry bulk commodities (e.g., prill) a higher weight variance over axles and would allow trucks outfitted with a sixth axle to carry heavier loads.16



Rail

The DOT estimation model of freight movement in the United States indicates that the top origin and destination pairs for moving fertilizer by rail include


	nitrogen fertilizer from North Dakota17 to other upper Midwest destinations such as Chicago, Indiana, Iowa, Minneapolis, and Wisconsin;18

	phosphate from mines and processing plants in southeast Idaho to Oregon, Washington, and California;

	export of potash from Carlsbad, NM, to Galveston, TX;

	nitrogen fertilizer from Baton Rouge, LA, to Cincinnati, OH; and

	nitrogen fertilizer from Oklahoma to Nebraska and California by rail and truck.



Railroads also transport Canadian potash mined in Saskatchewan to Portland, OR, for export by ship and through rail border crossings at Eastport, ID; Portal and Pembina, ND; and International Falls, MN, for domestic use.19

An exception to the predominantly long-haul use of railroads is the short-haul rail transport of phosphate rock from the mines in central Florida to nearby processing plants in the vicinity of Tampa. Phosphate rock is especially heavy and produced in vast quantities, making rail transport more economical than truck, even for short trips.

In the case of shipping anhydrous ammonia, which is toxic-by-inhalation (TIH), railroads and ammonia shippers have disputed liability in train accidents. Several accidents over the past 25 years suggest that liability in cases of hazardous materials (hazmat) transported by train has increased substantially. In February 2001, a train carrying anhydrous ammonia derailed in a train yard in Red Deer, Alberta, killing one and requiring the evacuation of 1,300 residents.20 In 2002, a train derailment in Minot, ND, resulted in the release of ammonia from one tank car, killing one person, injuring 333 others, and requiring a more than week-long evacuation of 11,600 residents. The estimated total losses from the incident in Minot, ND, were $125 million.21 Although not a fertilizer product nor a TIH, the spilling and fire of vinyl chloride in East Palestine, OH, from a train derailment in February 2023 reportedly cost the railroad $1.2 billion.22

Anhydrous ammonia shippers have stated that rail rates for carrying the product are "exceedingly high" to cover the cost of the necessary insurance. Additionally, these shippers have reported that railroads have required them to increase their general liability coverage from $10 million to $100 million before they can accept ammonia shipments.23 Railroads claim that this increase is necessary because "an incident involving a TIH release could result in financial liability that compromises our ability to continue serving all the customers who rely on [us] to move their goods across North America."24



Waterborne

The waterborne transport of fertilizer in the United States can be measured in tons carried, or tonnage. The most significant waterborne fertilizer tonnage is carried by barge up the Mississippi River and its tributaries (the Ohio River, Illinois Waterway, and Arkansas River) from the Port of New Orleans and Port of Greater Baton Rouge to states such as Illinois, Indiana, Tennessee, Kentucky, Missouri, Minnesota, Iowa, and Oklahoma. Oklahoma has several large fertilizer plants, and the McClellan-Kerr Arkansas River System (which connects the state to the Mississippi River) carries substantial fertilizer volumes by barge. Additionally, significant tonnage is carried by barges between Louisiana and Texas ports via the Gulf Intracoastal Waterway and the Mississippi River and upbound on the Columbia-Snake System.

The Jones Act, which requires vessels transporting cargo between U.S. ports be built in the United States and crewed by U.S. citizens, is a factor in the use of oceangoing ships for fertilizer transport.25 In part because U.S.-built and crewed oceangoing ships are much more expensive than foreign-built and crewed ships, and the type of ship needed to transport certain kinds of fertilizer is not available in the U.S.-built fleet (details below), the importation and exportation of fertilizer is much more prevalent than its domestic intercoastal and intracoastal transport. One ship in the Jones Act oceangoing fleet supports the fertilizer industry. This ship, a tanker built in 1994, carries molten sulfur from U.S. Gulf Coast refineries to Tampa, where a fertilizer manufacturer appears to use it to produce sulfuric acid for processing phosphate rock into phosphorous fertilizers.26 Additionally, a Jones Act compliant seagoing articulated tug barge (ATB), built in 2017, carries anhydrous ammonia from Louisiana to Tampa.27 U.S. shippers most commonly utilize ATBs to move refined petroleum products.28 Compared with a ship, an ATB is cheaper to build and requires far fewer crew, but because it is slower and has considerably less cargo capacity, it is more economical for shorter voyages.

In absence of the waivers issued by the Trump Administration or other policy incentives, the cost implications of the Jones Act and the relatively low number of Jones Act compliant ships available for domestic shipping may encourage shippers to import products on cheaper, foreign-built and -crewed vessels. For instance, at least one domestic phosphate fertilizer manufacturer has found it more cost-effective to import phosphate rock mined in Peru to supply a fertilizer manufacturing plant in Louisiana rather than shipping in supplies from its phosphate mines in Florida.29 Although the Louisiana plant is located on the Mississippi River and a relatively short voyage from Florida, shipping of the domestic phosphate rock out of Port Tampa Bay to the plant in a cost-effective manner would require, per the Jones Act, a U.S.-built dry bulk ship, which does not exist. In contrast, an abundance of foreign-built dry bulk vessels are available to ship phosphate rock from Peru to Louisiana. According to the U.S. Geological Survey, Peru accounts for almost all phosphate rock imported by the United States.30

Ammonia fertilizers are shipped in liquid form in liquified petroleum gas (LPG) tankers. California's Port of Stockton is the fertilizer import hub for the Central Valley and rice patties near Sacramento.31 Although the port could receive these kinds of fertilizers on U.S.-built LPG tankers from Houston or New Orleans, it imports these commodities on foreign-built ships from the major ammonia fertilizer exporting countries of Trinidad and Tobago, Norway, and Russia.32 On the East Coast, the same is true for the ports of Baltimore, MD, Norfolk, VA, and Wilmington, NC, which import their nitrogen fertilizer in the form of urea from Trinidad and Tobago, Russia, and Algeria rather than sourcing it from Baton Rouge or New Orleans, which export this product.33

As discussed above, sulfuric and phosphoric acids are essential feedstock for phosphorous fertilizers. Acids require chemical tankers with stainless steel cargo holds because of their highly corrosive properties. Although the foreign-built world fleet has over 1,400 stainless steel chemical tankers,34 the Jones Act fleet has none—this could constrain the distribution of acids for fertilizers even though they are abundantly produced by oil refineries and phosphate mines in U.S. coastal areas. Global supply chain disruptions from the closure of the Strait of Hormuz have impacted the availability and price of sulfur and sulfuric acid, as have Chinese export controls, according to some lawmakers.35 In April and May 2026, for example, the Mosaic Corporation announced temporary reductions in phosphate fertilizer production in Brazil and the United States in response to high sulfur prices.36

The five-month waiver of the Jones Act due to the Iran conflict has induced multiple shipments of domestic cargo to U.S. ports on foreign-built and foreign-flagged vessels. These include eight domestic shipments of anhydrous ammonia between Texas, Louisiana, and Florida facilities on foreign-built and flagged LPG tankers, one shipment of urea in solution from Puerto Rico to Texas on a foreign-flag chemical tanker, and one shipment of monoammonium phosphate from North Carolina to New Orleans on a dry bulk foreign-flag ship.37



Pipeline

Pipelines are a significant mode of transportation for ammonia fertilizer. A 1,700 mile pipeline transports anhydrous ammonia north from terminals along the Mississippi River in Louisiana to Missouri, Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, and Nebraska.38 This pipeline was built in 1971 and carries 1.5 million tons of anhydrous ammonia per year.39 Its most recent expansion appears to be a 14-mile extension to a fertilizer plant near Wever, IA.40 This fertilizer plant opened in 2017 and reportedly was the first nitrogen-based fertilizer plant built in the United States in 30 years.41 In 2019, a second ammonia pipeline that originated in Oklahoma and Texas and terminated in Minnesota and supplied other Midwestern states was abandoned reportedly because of low profitability.42 This pipeline was 1,100 miles in length and was installed in 1968. The three ammonia producers that fed this pipeline reported their plans to switch to truck, rail, and barge shipments following the pipeline's closure.43 Shipments on the pipeline had declined over the preceding decade, and substantial maintenance work was required to keep it running. Its closure was reportedly expected by the three ammonia producers that fed the pipeline, and two of them had switched to producing other forms of nitrogen fertilizer not requiring pipeline transport before its closure.44




Policy Considerations for Congress

Congress may consider policy options that would increase competition and potentially lower rates for rail and waterborne transport of fertilizer. Congress may also choose to review regulatory requirements if there is interest in easing truck and pipeline transport of ammonia.


Railroad Competition and Safety

TFI has frequently brought its concerns about poor rail service and high freight rates before the Surface Transportation Board (STB), the federal agency that has oversight of such matters.45 A long-standing policy question is whether railroads should be forced to interchange carloads with a competing, parallel railroad where their tracks interchange with one another. A recent rule promulgated by the STB to expand the circumstances under which this interchange would be required was overturned by the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh District on the grounds that the rule exceeded the STB's statutory authority.46 A concern is whether some shippers have sufficient cargo to support upkeep to more than one railroad right-of-way and how to ensure adequate revenue for the railroad to invest in its infrastructure.47 The current largely deregulated framework was enacted by Congress in 1980 when railroads were in financial peril.48 TFI is also skeptical of a proposed merger between two of the largest six U.S. railroads.49

As mentioned in "Rail," above, shippers of TIH materials are concerned that railroad companies are trying to "de-market" their cargoes. Rates have increased significantly, and railroad companies have argued that they are essentially "betting the farm" in carrying these goods because even though they are paying high insurance rates, the insurance does not necessarily cover the total liability from a TIH incident.50 Congress could investigate the origins, destinations, and quantities of anhydrous ammonia shipped in the United States to determine if any of these shipments could viably be transported offshore by coastal ship and away from population centers.51 Sulfuric acid could also be examined in this regard.



Coastal Shipping

If Congress were to address the lack of ships needed to move fertilizer products domestically along U.S. coastlines, this could improve connectivity in the U.S. supply chain. As noted in "Waterborne ," dry bulk ships, LPG tankers, and chemical tankers are needed to move different fertilizer products. These ship types have been missing from the Jones Act qualified fleet for decades, which suggests a lack of economic interest from Jones Act carriers in serving these markets.52 Seasonal products requiring a few ship voyages per year, such as fertilizers, may be problematic markets for Jones Act carriers to serve. With higher paid American crews compared with foreign crews, these ships are not price competitive with foreign-flag operators in foreign markets. Therefore, Jones Act carriers typically do not serve foreign markets during down periods in domestic demand,53 do not incorporate deliveries to foreign ports in their route planning to reduce their empty sailing miles, and have less flexibility to deliver partial loads. For instance, the LPG tankers that deliver ammonia to Stockton from Trinidad and Tobago first stop at a Mexican port to unload a portion of their cargo.

Congress could consider lifting the Jones Act restrictions for seasonal products with seemingly no economic impact on domestic shipbuilders or carriers. Under a similar rationale, Congress lifted a restriction in 1984 for passenger travel between the U.S. mainland and Puerto Rico (P.L. 98-563) and in 1998 for commercial passenger boats travelling between U.S. points and carrying 12 or fewer passengers (P.L. 105-383). The 1998 passenger vessel statute states that the federal agency in charge (DOT's Maritime Administration) is to issue a notice and opportunity for public comment and can issue the waiver only after determining that it "will not adversely affect United States vessel builders; or the coastwise trade business of any person that employs vessels built in the United States in that business."54

Ships and crews are needed in wartime to move military cargoes, and banning foreign ships from U.S. domestic trade is thought to be a means of promoting the U.S. merchant marine industry. While the Jones Act has helped preserve the U.S. merchant marine industry, U.S. shipyards have not built a ship for export since 1960, and the high cost of Jones Act ships, as exhibited in the case of fertilizer, has discouraged domestic coastal shipping in favor of the importation and exportation of products on less expensive foreign-built and crewed vessels.55 The fleet of ships eligible for use under the Jones Act has been steadily shrinking since at least World War II. Since 2000, it has shrunk from 181 ships to 93 ships.56

Although not a near-term solution for lowering fertilizer prices, Congress could consider additional federal support for the domestic shipbuilding industry, such as the SHIPS for America Act (H.R. 3151, S. 1541), Building Ships in America Act (S. 1536), and Save Our Shipyards Act (H.R. 2125).57



Ammonia Distribution

Congress could consider easing or clarifying the sets of regulations affecting the ammonia supply chain. Because the ammonia pipeline is connected to port terminals on the Mississippi River in the vicinity of New Orleans, this infrastructure is subject to at least two and possibly three federal agency regulations concerning cybersecurity. The sets of regulations are not harmonized, which could create ambiguity or inconsistent requirements for those with multimodal facilities.58 Similarly, first responders to hazmat spills in any mode of transportation have duplicative reporting requirements when utilizing federal training grant funds. Congress could consider consolidating these requirements to lessen the administrative burden on these entities.59

Congress could consider facilitating the driver's licensing requirements for a common means of delivering ammonia fertilizer to farm fields. Farmers apply ammonia fertilizer to their crops using nurse tanks. Farmers do not need a commercial driver's license (CDL) or hazmat endorsement to pull nurse tanks on their fields, but retailers delivering the tanks to the farms need a CDL. The retail drivers can forego the hazmat endorsement requirement by obtaining a restricted, seasonal CDL that must be annually renewed. The Seasonal Agriculture CDL Modernization Act (H.R. 4601, §§2(a) and 2(b)) proposes to ease the yearly renewal process by establishing an online system and clarifying that the weight of nurse tanks does not determine CDL requirements for the delivery drivers.
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