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Consider No-till or Strip-till for the 2010 Season
Dick Wolkowski

Extension Soil Scientist

The 2009 cropping season was challenging and the late harvest limited the amount of fall tillage that was completed.  Producers may be tempted to conduct field operations on wet soils this spring, which could lead to significant soil compaction and utilize valuable time, thereby delaying planting.  Traffic on wet soils can destroy soil structure, increased runoff, and reduce root development and yield.  Wet soils have much less bearing strength and are more easily compacted.  Also attempt to control traffic because 70% of the compaction occurs in the first pass of the vehicle.  More information on managing soil compaction can be found in UWEX Pub. A3367.
Producers might consider skipping spring tillage especially in fragile residue conditions, such as those found following soybean or fall-killed forage, and consider planting directly into the existing residue.  This will require a modern planter equipped with in-row residue-clearing attachments that likely exist on most planters put in the field.  Producer may also have to plant at a reduced speed and monitor planting depth, slot closure, and other factors to ensure uniform seed placement.  No-till planting can reduce cost of production, save time and fuel, reduces soil erosion, and has been shown to lower the cost of production per bushel resulting in increased profitability.  Use of row cleaners will help dry and warm the row and will enhance emergence and early growth.  More information on strip-tillage and early season crop resposne is available in UWEX Pub. A3883.

Table 1 shows 10 years of data that compared fall chisel, fall strip-tillage, and no-till on corn yield.  This research demonstrated that strip-tillage or similar systems can produce yields equal to those found in chisel following soybean and about a 4 % lower yield in continuous corn.   No-till further reduced yield, but it should be pointed out that in this study row cleaners were not used on the planter.  
2010 may become a year of change for producers who are looking for more economical and environmentally friendly crop production systems.  Like many new practices producers are encouraged to evaluate a change in practice on a small scale before making major modifications in their operation.

Table 1.  Effect of tillage and rotation on the corn grain yield and cost of production (COP) at Arlington, Wis., 1997 – 2007 (Wolkowski, UW Soil Science).
	Tillage
	Continuous Corn
	Corn after Soybean

	
	Yield (bu/a)
	COP ($/bu)
	Yield (bu/a)
	COP ($/bu)

	Fall Chisel
	182
	2.55
	194
	2.39

	Fall Strip-tillage
	174
	2.53
	194
	2.27

	No-tillage
	167
	2.63
	185
	2.36


Note:  No-tillage system used in this study did not use row cleaners.
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