
can W e  Afford Not to Ridge Ti l l?  

A typical farmer response to ridge till is that it is jus t  another 
method of t i l l a g e .  My contention is t h a t  it is much, much more than 
that. In my career in this I have had three cbjectives. One is 
to a t t a p t  to create as much balance between famkq a d  the enviroment 
as possible. ?he second is to rrake farming profitable. The third is t o  
make farming easier and fun. I be l i eve  with t h e  proper approaches i n  
regards t o  f e r t i l i t y ,  chemicals and water management along with the 
ridge till technique the objections are highly attainable and have been 
reached by a multitude of producers. My p q o s e  today is to show you a 
success story and demonstrate haw we arrived a t  it. 

Before I a t t ack  r idge ti1 1, I would 1 ike  t o  show you some work I 
have done t h a t  has been integrated i n t o  r idge till, is a key in its 
success. 

Four years ago an associate and myself b u i l t  a double ruw planter  
out of an International Cyclo planter. It w a s  a take off f m  the  work 
done by Doctor Roy Flannery. D r .  Flannery was a b l e  t o  produce high 
yields with both double ruws anzl w i t h  narrm r u w s  w i t h  the l a t t e r  being 
the highest yielding.  However, the narrow rows a r e  cur ren t ly  not  
practical for  most producers. W e  s e t  out to  build a planter that m l d  
be p rac t i ca l  and t h a t  could use ex is t ing  c u l t i v a t o r s  and harvest ing 
equipment. The dif ference i n  the work done between Dr.  Flannery and 
myself is t h e  appl icat ion of f e r t i l i z e r .  Dr .  Flannery used r a t e s  
varying from 500-300-300 down t o  300-150-150. I n  the majority of my 
t e s t s  p l o t s  t h e  r a t e s  were a c t u a l l y  less than a typ ica l  farmer's 
application. Rates averaged 150-45-20-10-2, approximately $40-45 pe r  
acre I w a s  in- i n  seeing i f  my rates applied di rect ly  
under t h e  row, s p l i t  i n  two l e v e l s  a l o n g  wi th  s p l i t  n i t r o g e n  
appl icat ions  could poss ibly  produce high y i e l d  versus high rate 
broadcast a s  i n  Dr .  Flannery's work. The r e s u l t s  a r e  in teres t ing!  W e  
w e r e  capable of producing 260 bushels in our 15 acre test plot. Maybe 
not overwhelming, however, i n  2000 acres  t h a t  I have planted i n  two 
states, w e  had only three plots that  did not do better i n  its best year. 
A s  shown i n  t h e  v i s u a l  the  row deep injected double rows handle 
different types of stress substantially better than conventional. 
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By incorporatirg the  f e r t i l i t y  concept into ridge till it actually 
changes r i d g e  till from j u s t  ano the r  farming method i n t o  a 
environmental l y  sound, prof i t a b l e ,  high producing farm system. The 
e f f ec t s  of compaction, being the  most common l imi t ing  fac tor  i n  crop 
production, can be minimized with a ridge till system. 'Ihe s o i l  in the 
ridge is the m e 1  lowist therefore a1 1 f e r t i l i t y ,  year a f te r  year should 
be applied i n  the r idge a t  two depths. One must feed the e n t i r e  r idge  
"cone". &only feeding t h e  upper pa r t  of the r idge (which equates t o  
only 5-10% s o i l  mass) t h e  y i e l d  could be affected by dry weather 
corditions or  poor irrigation scheduling. When looking a t  the ridge in  
two dimensions and feeding both, the plant has an 85% chance of nutrient 
uptake due to the moisture i n  the 1- level .  I have found that  when 
this technique i s  ut i l ized the irrigation needed is r e d u d  as high as 
50%. This i n  i tself has two environmental p luses  - l e s s  aquifer  
depletion and less nitrate washout. This is one reason I be1 ieve we can 
use less nitrogen for  higher yields is p i t i o n a l  avai labi l i ty  and has 
lea-. 

In  the  case  t h a t  you've seen today, a f t e r  four years with this 
aproach here is the scenario. Ihe yields have steadily increased f m  
145 bushels i n  1982 t o  over 200 average on 1000 acres  i n  1986. 
F e r t i l i t y  expense is now a constant of $36.OO/average. I r r i ga t ion  
expense once averaged $47.00 acre  is now $29.00. With n i t r a t e s  
exceeding the  EPA l e v e l s  in the Plat te Yal ley, the area around this fann 
has contamination. 

Enclosed a r e  ac tua l  cash crop breakevens canparing conventioml 
ridge till and ridge till with management. Only one had a profi t  before 
g o v m t  subsidies, however small, it is a profit. 

SUMMARY 

In  summary, r idge till, when done properly,  can u t i l i z e  less 
herbicides, have a g rea t e r  return on f e r t i l i z e r ,  use less water, has 
fuel and less labor. 
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