
 
 

 

© 2024 et al. Open access under Creative Commons by License. Free use and distribution with proper citation.  Page 990 

For contributions to JHRR, contact at email: editor@jhrlmc.com 

Narrative Review 

From Fields to Families: Understanding the Health Impacts of 
Excessive Soil Fertilization 
Ali Zeeshan1*, Muhammad Waqas2, Muhammad Talha Ramzan3, Fatima Ghafoor1, Usama2, Muhammad Uzair Ibrahim3, Noor Fatima1, 
Abdul Rauf4, Ayesha Hussain5, Mustansar Abbas6, Noman Zahid5, Sana Hanif1 

1Department of Biological Sciences - University of Veterinary and Animal Sciences - Lahore – Pakistan. 
2Department of Agronomy - University of Agriculture - Faisalabad - Punjab – Pakistan. 
3Department of Agronomy - University of Agriculture - Sub Campus Burewala - Punjab – Pakistan. 
4Department of Agriculture Entomology - University of Agriculture Faisalabad - Sub-Campus Burewala-Vehari - Punjab – Pakistan. 
5Department of Soil Science - University of Agriculture Faisalabad - Punjab – Pakistan. 
6Department of Structures and Environmental Engineering - University of Agriculture Faisalabad - Punjab – Pakistan. 
*Corresponding Author: Ali Zeeshan; Email: zaibch767@gmail.com  
Conflict of Interest: None. 

Zeeshan A., et al. (2024). 4(2): DOI: https://doi.org/10.61919/jhrr.v4i2.955 

ABSTRACT 
Background: Fertilizers play a crucial role in modern agriculture, significantly boosting crop yields and global food production. 

However, their widespread use has unintended consequences that raise significant environmental and health concerns. Nitrogen-

based, phosphorus-based, and potassium-based fertilizers contribute to nutrient replenishment in soils but can lead to soil and 

water contamination, posing risks to ecosystems and human health. 

Objective: This narrative review aims to comprehensively examine the health and environmental impacts of excessive soil 

fertilization, with a focus on understanding the mechanisms by which fertilizers affect soil and water quality and the subsequent 

implications for human health. 

Methods: An extensive literature search was conducted across multiple electronic databases, including PubMed, Web of Science, 

Scopus, and Google Scholar. Articles published between 2000 and 2023 were selected based on predefined inclusion criteria, 

focusing on studies that provided empirical data or substantial theoretical insights into the environmental and health impacts of 

fertilizer use. A qualitative analysis was performed to synthesize findings and identify common themes. 

Results: The review highlighted that nutrient runoff from excessive fertilizer use leads to significant water quality degradation, with 

nitrate concentrations in some regions exceeding recommended safety limits by 30-50%. Prolonged exposure to contaminated water 

is linked to various health issues, including a 20% increased risk of methemoglobinemia in infants and a 15-25% higher risk of gastric 

and colorectal cancers in adults. Additionally, heavy metal accumulation in crops due to fertilization practices raises concerns, with 

cadmium levels in some crops surpassing safe consumption limits by 40-60%. 

Conclusion: While fertilizers are essential for enhancing agricultural productivity, their excessive use poses significant environmental 

and health risks. A balanced approach integrating sustainable agricultural practices, effective water management, and 

comprehensive regulatory frameworks is imperative to mitigate these adverse effects. Continued research and collaboration among 

scientists, policymakers, and the agricultural community are necessary to promote a sustainable and health-conscious approach to 

fertilizer use. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Fertilizers play a crucial role in modern agriculture, significantly boosting crop yields and global food production. By providing 

essential nutrients to the soil, fertilizers promote optimal plant growth and address the depletion of soil nutrients caused by 

continuous cultivation (1). The importance of fertilizers in meeting the increasing demands for food production is evident in their 

ability to replenish vital elements in the soil. Nitrogen-based, phosphorus-based, and potassium-based fertilizers cater to the diverse 

nutritional requirements of various crops, reflecting the nuanced science behind sustainable agricultural practices. Numerous 

studies support the positive impact of fertilizers on crop productivity, on the role of nitrogen fertilization in increasing rice yields, 
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and the work by Cordell et al. (2009) emphasizing the importance of phosphorus in enhancing food security (1-3). These studies 

highlight the substantial contribution of fertilizers to addressing global food challenges, underscoring their integral role in modern 

agriculture (4-7). 

However, the widespread use of fertilizers has unintended consequences that raise significant environmental concerns. Soil 

contamination becomes a pressing issue when excess fertilizers infiltrate the soil, disrupting the intricate balance of nutrients and 

posing potential harm to ecosystems (8). Additionally, water contamination is a consequential byproduct as runoff from fields carries 

fertilizers, particularly nitrates and phosphates, into water bodies, compromising water quality and potentially leading to 

eutrophication. The environmental impact of these elements underscores the need for a comprehensive understanding of their 

implications to develop sustainable agricultural practices that mitigate soil degradation and water pollution. This balance between 

the benefits of fertilizers and their potential environmental consequences is crucial for a more sustainable and ecologically mindful 

approach to agriculture (8-13). 

The importance of this review article lies in its ability to illuminate the intricate relationship between fertilizers, soil contamination, 

and water pollution, thereby empowering readers with essential knowledge for making informed choices. For environmentally 

conscious individuals, farmers, and policymakers, this article serves as a comprehensive resource to raise awareness about the 

potential health impacts of excessive fertilizer use. In the context of sustainable agriculture, the insights provided in this review can 

guide farmers toward more judicious fertilizer application, fostering a balance between productivity and environmental stewardship 

(14-16). Ultimately, the significance of this review is its potential to catalyze positive changes in agricultural practices, promoting a 

healthier coexistence between fields and families. By shedding light on the broader environmental and health implications of 

fertilizer use, this review underscores the importance of integrating scientific knowledge into practical strategies for sustainable 

agriculture (14-17). 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 
In this narrative review, we aimed to comprehensively examine the health and environmental impacts of excessive soil fertilization. 

The review was conducted following established guidelines for systematic and narrative reviews, ensuring methodological rigor and 

comprehensive coverage of the topic. We utilized a multi-step approach to identify, assess, and synthesize relevant literature, 

ensuring the inclusion of high-quality studies and diverse perspectives. 

The data collection process involved an extensive literature search conducted across multiple electronic databases, including 

PubMed, Web of Science, Scopus, and Google Scholar. We focused on articles published between 2000 and 2023 to capture the 

most recent advancements and understandings in the field. The search strategy employed a combination of keywords such as 

"fertilizer use," "soil contamination," "water pollution," "agricultural runoff," "health impacts," and "sustainable agriculture." Boolean 

operators and truncation were used to refine the search and ensure comprehensive retrieval of relevant studies (18-22). 

Articles were selected based on predefined inclusion criteria, which comprised original research articles, review papers, and reports 

from reputable organizations. Studies were included if they provided empirical data or substantial theoretical insights into the 

environmental and health impacts of fertilizer use. Exclusion criteria involved studies not available in English, those with limited 

methodological transparency, or those not directly related to the review's focus (23-27). 

Assessment of the literature involved a critical appraisal of each study's methodology, sample size, data quality, and relevance to the 

review's objectives. We employed standardized assessment tools to evaluate the risk of bias and the robustness of the findings. 

Studies with significant methodological flaws or high risk of bias were excluded to ensure the integrity and reliability of our review. 

Ethical considerations were rigorously adhered to throughout the review process. Although the narrative review did not involve 

direct human or animal subjects, the ethical standards set forth by the Declaration of Helsinki were observed in the treatment of 

data and the representation of findings. We ensured that all sources of information were properly cited, giving due credit to the 

original authors and maintaining the integrity of academic work (28-36). 

The synthesis of the literature involved qualitative analysis, where findings from various studies were compared and contrasted to 

identify common themes and discrepancies. This approach allowed for a comprehensive understanding of the multifaceted impacts 

of fertilizer use on environmental and human health. Key findings were summarized to highlight the balance between the benefits 

of fertilizers in agricultural productivity and their potential adverse effects on ecosystems and human well-being. 

In conclusion, this narrative review was conducted with a commitment to methodological rigor, ethical integrity, and comprehensive 

coverage of the topic. By integrating findings from diverse studies, we aimed to provide a balanced and informed perspective on the 

health and environmental implications of excessive soil fertilization, contributing valuable insights to the discourse on sustainable 

agricultural practices. 
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RESULTS 
The results of this narrative review underscore the significant health and environmental impacts of excessive fertilizer use. The data 

collected from various studies highlighted the pervasive issue of nutrient runoff leading to water contamination. For instance, studies 

have shown that nitrates and phosphates from fertilizers contribute significantly to the degradation of water quality in rivers and 

lakes, with nitrate concentrations in some regions exceeding the recommended safety limits by 30-50% (1-3). This runoff results in 

eutrophication, causing harmful algal blooms that deplete oxygen in water bodies, adversely affecting aquatic life and leading to 

biodiversity loss (37-43). 

Human health impacts were also prominently noted, particularly the association between prolonged exposure to nitrate-

contaminated water and various health issues. For example, infants exposed to high nitrate levels in drinking water were found to 

have a 20% increased risk of developing methemoglobinemia (12), while adults showed a 15-25% higher risk of gastric and colorectal 

cancers in regions with elevated nitrate levels (44-51). Furthermore, heavy metal accumulation in crops due to fertilization practices 

was observed, with cadmium levels in some crops surpassing safe consumption limits by 40-60% (18-21). These numerical findings 

are detailed in Table 1 and Table 2, which summarize the concentration levels of contaminants and their associated health risks. 

DISCUSSION 
The review’s findings reveal a compelling need to address the dual challenge of enhancing agricultural productivity while mitigating 

the adverse health and environmental effects of fertilizer use. Previous studies corroborate these findings, demonstrating the 

extensive contamination of water sources by agricultural runoff, which carries excess nutrients from fertilizers (22). These nutrients, 

particularly nitrogen and phosphorus, contribute to eutrophication and the proliferation of harmful algal blooms, significantly 

impacting aquatic ecosystems. 

The health implications of fertilizer contamination are profound. This review aligns with existing literature that links nitrate-

contaminated drinking water to severe health conditions, including methemoglobinemia in infants and an increased risk of cancers 

in adults (41, 49). The evidence presented reinforces the necessity for stringent monitoring and management of water quality to 

protect public health. Furthermore, the accumulation of heavy metals in crops due to excessive fertilization raises significant 

concerns. Elevated cadmium levels in food crops indicate a risk of chronic exposure and potential long-term health consequences, 

emphasizing the need for regular assessment of soil and crop quality. 

The strengths of this review lie in its comprehensive analysis of a wide range of studies, providing a holistic view of the environmental 

and health impacts of fertilizer use. However, it is not without limitations. The review relies heavily on existing literature, which may 

contain inherent biases or methodological flaws. Additionally, the variability in regional practices and environmental conditions 

means that the findings may not be universally applicable. Future research should focus on longitudinal studies to better understand 

the long-term impacts of fertilizer use and develop region-specific recommendations (3-17, 41-54). 

Recommendations for mitigating the negative impacts of fertilizers include adopting sustainable agricultural practices, such as 

precision farming, which optimizes fertilizer application to match crop needs more accurately. Governments should implement and 

enforce regulations to limit nutrient runoff, supported by financial incentives for farmers adopting eco-friendly practices (54). Public 

awareness campaigns are also crucial, educating both farmers and consumers about the risks associated with excessive fertilizer use 

and promoting responsible consumption and farming practices (55). 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, while fertilizers play an essential role in modern agriculture by enhancing crop yields and ensuring food security, their 

excessive use poses significant environmental and health risks. A balanced approach, integrating sustainable agricultural practices, 

effective water management, and comprehensive regulatory frameworks, is imperative to mitigate these adverse effects. This review 

underscores the need for continued research and collaboration among scientists, policymakers, and the agricultural community to 

promote a sustainable and health-conscious approach to fertilizer use. 
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