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Snake Oil ... a Long-Standing Issue 

Å Products with extraordinary 

claims and a low probability of 

success have been with us for 

many years 

ÅFarmers have had to use a ñBuyer 

Bewareò strategy to sort out fact 

from fiction for many ñinnovativeò 

products 

Å Recent changes in Federal 

legislation has opened up the 

market for more ñinnovativeò 

products than ever ... especially 

for fertilizers and amendments 
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Industry Notice - Fertilizer Regulations 

Amendments Enable Focus on Safety 

OTTAWA, May 8, 2013: Amendments to the Fertilizer 

Regulations have removed regulatory requirements for 

efficacy and quality. The Canadian Food Inspection 

Agency (CFIA) no longer regulates the efficacy and 

quality of fertilizer products. 

This change enables the CFIA to focus on verifying the 

safety of fertilizers and supplements, and will 

strengthen industryôs leadership role in quality 

assurance and verification. It will also provide industry 

with greater flexibility, reduced costs and less red tape. 
 

http://www.inspection.gc.ca/plants/fertilizers/program-overview/industry-notice-20130508/eng/1368038061279/1368038098924 
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New Opportunities to Market Crop Input 

Products to Farmers 

Å No more need for sellers to 

provide evidence to govôt 

regulators that the products work 

as claimed 

Å Instead, the market will eventually 

determine whether the products 

are good or bad 

Å Farmers will need to be more 

careful than ever ... ie. buyer 

beware ... farmers will pay the 

price for the failures, either by 

increased input costs, decreased 

yields or both 
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Letôs stop fighting these products 

 - they stimulate the economy (mine?) 

 - they educate farmers (at a price) 

 - they reduce farmersô income tax 

Why not join in on 

these types of 

entrepreneurial 

initiatives and 

share farmersô 

prosperity? 
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Introducing ñBaloney and Science Inc.ò (BSIÊ) 

Å a group of us found it so difficult to 

criticize other peopleôs snake oil, we 

decided to create our own 

Å our specialty is é without telling any lies 

é providing a custom blend of baloney 

and science that is carefully designed 

for each combination of product and 

situation 

ÅñRespectableò Rigas Karamanosôs and 

Don ñFactualò Flatenôs Two Penny 

Product 

ÅñHonestò John Heardôs Yield Enhancer 

and Nitrogen Replacer 
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The Two Penny Experiment 

ÅTreatments included a control and 2 BSIÊ Super 

Pennies per plot (equivalent to $5.50 per acre) 

ÅTreatments were applied to canola, wheat, barley or 

peas at 23 sites across the Prairies and replicated 6 

times at each site 

ÅSeed yield results were analyzed statistically 
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Adding pennies to canola increases 

overall yield and profit 

Yield, bu/acre Yield increase 

Location Control Treated bu/acre % D$Y/1$ 

Red Deer 47.2 47.9 0.6 1.3 $0.7 

Wetaskiwin 50.3 50.6 0.2 0.4 $0.2 

Herronton 11 10.9 -0.1 -1.2 -$0.2 

Herronton 10.3 12.2 1.9 18.4 $2.2 

Balzac 33.8 35.5 1.7 5 $2.1 

Balzac 33.2 33.5 0.4 1.2 $0.4 

Choicelend 42 41.5 -0.5 -1.2 -$0.2 

Elm Creek 17.6 25.5 8 45.5 $9.4 

Miami 26.9 31.2 4.3 16 $5.2 

Average 30.3 32.1 1.9 9.6 $2.25 

18% 

45% 
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Youôve got to see it to believe it! 
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New treatment increases canola yields!! 
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Yield increase to $5.50/acre  
Treatment (U of XYZ 2001) 

18% yield increase is agronomically and economically 

significant, even if not statistically significant 

45% yield increase was statistically 

significant at 95% confidence (5% 

error). This increase is also 

agronomically and economically 

significant. 
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New treatment increases canola yields?? 
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Natural variability gave the appearance of an 18% 

increase, but if this is not statistically significant, it 

means that the treatment did not really increase yield. 

The statistically significant 

increase was determined at 95% 

confidence or 5% error ... which 

means that we expect erroneous 

differences at 1/20 sites. 
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AcerÊ é A new biological activator to 

enhance growth and replace nitrogen 

Honest 

Johnõs 

Acer 
Extract v.1

Honest 

Johnõs 

Acer 
Extract v.2
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AcerÊ Study 1 ï Growth Enhancement on Canola 

AcerÊ Study 2 ï Nitrogen Replacement in Wheat 
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AcerÊ Study 1 ï Growth Enhancement on Canola 

ÅAcerÊ extract was applied, alongside a control treatment  

in early June to established canola seedlings using a 

randomized complete block design (RCBD) with 3 

replications. To simulate a multi-site study, this 

experiment was repeated 20 times in this same area, with 

each ñsiteò assigned a letter 

Å In early July, midseason biomass was measured and 

analyzed statistically 
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AcerÊ Study #1 - Canola growth enhanced!! 
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AcerÊ Study #1 - Canola growth enhanced?? 
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AcerÊ Study 2 ï Nitrogen Replacement in Wheat 

Å Treatments were applied in a RCBD with 4 replications as:  

an unfertilized check (0 N), 60 lb/ac N as urea, 60 lb/ac N as 

urea plus AcerÊ in early June, and 120 lb/ac N as urea 

ÅMidseason biomass (whole plant) was measured in early 

July and leaf chlorophyll level was determined with a SPAD 

meter.  Results were statistically analyzed using Analysis of 

Variance (ANOVA) to identify significant differences. 
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AcerÊ Study #2 - 60 lb N/ac Replaced!! 
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60 lb N/ac 0 lb N/ac 

Previous crop = drowned out and fallowed soybeans 

Soil test N = 98 lb nitrate-N/ac in 0-24ò  

N response was small & 60 lb N/acre was more than sufficient to meet crop needs 

AcerÊ Study #2 - 60 lb N/ac Replaced?? 



Manitoba Potato Production Days ï January 27, 2015 

Top 17 Tips for Selling 

Snake Oil to Farmers:   

How to Make a Product 

That Does ñNothingò 

Look Like It Does 

ñSomethingò 
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Tip #1  Seek out profitable, high-input 

agricultural enterprises 

ÅTarget farmers that 

are prosperous so 

that their prosperity 

can be shared 

Åeg. potato producers 
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Tip #2  Use wishful and sensational claims 

Å Itôs important to show 

substantial benefits from 

attractive, revolutionary 

advancements 
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Tip #3  Appeal to ñanti-establishmentò 

customers with a rebellious message 

ÅUniversity professors, AAFC 

scientists and retailers who 

sell conventional crop inputs 

are in the pockets of big 

fertilizer companies, use 

my/your product to increase 

fertilizer efficiency and reduce 

your fertilizer rates 
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Tip #4  Appeal to ñpro-establishmentò customers 

through implied endorsements 

Åeg. contract some 

research to a naive or 

ñfinancially susceptibleò 

researcher é with a 

confidentiality clause.  

Advertise as ñTested by 

University of Manitoba and 

AAFC-Brandonò to imply 

endorsement.   If results 

are not favourable, donôt 

release the data.   

? 
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Tip #5  Speculate and imply, using highly 

selective language 

ÅDonôt lie ... instead, use 

vague language (weasel 

writing) such as this 

product will increase zinc 

uptake (but what about 

yield?) or this product has 

been or is being ñtestedò 

by a university or 

government agency 
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Tip #6  Use non-representative conditions to 

conduct trials or illustrate results 

Åeg., cite a 60% yield increase for enhanced efficiency 

fertilizer that raises canola yields from 5 to 8 bushels 

per acre under excessively wet conditions 

Åshow zinc response for wheat in Asia or nickel 

response to pecans in Central America 



Manitoba Potato Production Days ï January 27, 2015 

Tip #7  Use inappropriate or confounded 

treatments 

Åeg., no check or control 

to see if the input was 

needed; apply at levels 

that exceed crop 

requirements so that 

inefficient products 

cannot be identified 

treatments 
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Tip #8  Donôt replicate, randomize or use robust 

statistical analyses 

ÅUse testimonials, trends, 

small sample sizes, one 

replicate of each treatment 

(eg. comparing two strips 

or two fields), one site, 

and/or one year (vs. 

replication by plots, sites, 

years é with statistical 

analyses and with 

independent 

organizations).  
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Tip #9  Cherry-pick the results 

ÅDonôt lie é be selective with the truth; even with 

statistical analyses, natural variability will give the 

impression that ñnothingò might appear to be 

ñsomethingò for a small percentage of trials 

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50%

Relative yield increase

E
lm

 C
re

e
k

H
a

rr
o

n
to

n

Yield increase to $5.50/acre 
Treatment (U of XYZ 2001)

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

500

B N All responsive
sites

g
ra

m
s
 f

re
s
h

 w
e
ig

h
t 

b
io

m
a
s
s
 p

e
r 

m

Site

Check

Enhancer

*

*



Manitoba Potato Production Days ï January 27, 2015 

Tip #10  Use correlation without evidence for 

cause and effect 

ÅJust because two things occurred at the same time 

or place (eg. lemons imported from Mexico and US 

highway fatality rate) does not mean the they are 

related; there needs to be a reasonable explanation 

of cause and effect 
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Tip #11  Distract the audience from the most 

important stuff by focusing on the less 

important stuff 

Åeg. this fertilizer is perfectly 

safe to put with your seed é or 

it increases nutrient uptake é 

but does it increase yield? 

www.economicvoice.co

m 
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Tip #12  Stretch a little bit of science with a lot 

of baloney 

ÅPick the right balance; use just enough science to 

give the product some credibility, eg. a new and 

improved exhaust fertilization system designed 

around gasoline engines for the back of pickup 

trucks, because we know that electrical sparks 

convert atmospheric N2 into plant available N.  
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Tip #13  Use internet based information to 

support claims 

Å If itôs on the internet, it must be true? 
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Tip #14  Show unquestioned faith in all articles 

in peer-reviewed journals 

Åpeer reviewed journal 

articles are better 

evidence than those 

without peer review.  No 

journal is perfect, but 

peer review in some 

journals is much less 

reliable than others ... so 

itôs important to find a 

journal that works for you 

and go with it 


