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AUTAUGA
QUALITY COTTON

Recent rains have interrupted 
what has been a near ideal harvest 
season.  Hopefully, its only temporary, as 
tremendous progress has  been made in 
getting this crop out of the field.        The   
latest  crop conditions report shows the 
Southeast has harvested approximately 
half its planted  acres , while the 
Southwest has covered a third of its 
ground.  Both regions ahead of their  
five-year average pace.   As a result, 
yield and fiber quality have benefitted 
greatly. There have been countless 
reports of yields  approaching three 
bales to the acre across the Southeast.   
Illustrative of this, Alabama has a very 
real chance of producing over a million 
bales for the first time since 1955.  
More notable, it will be from  a third 
less  acres than was planted back then.  
Unfortunately, in the Southwest weather 
conditions haven’t been as favorable.  
Late season drought conditions followed 
by an early freeze have set yields back 
even though abandonment will still be 
below normal.

  Grades are as different as night 

and day when compared to last year’s 
monsoon harvest.   Not surprising as 
little or no rain fell on the cotton from 
the time it opened until harvest in many 
places.  The most noted improvement 
in fiber quality over last year has been 
the reduced incidence of bark.  At this 
same time last year, over 10 percent 
of the cotton classed in the Southeast 
contained bark.   Blame was being 
placed on everything from varieties, 
weather, foliar diseases to Trump.  At 
present, bark contamination is at a more 
historical level of less than one percent.  
Its obvious  widespread rains were the 
primary cause  of last year’s bark issue.  
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Cotton plants  were much healthier 
entering harvest compared to those 
water-logged plants from a year ago. 
Above is a summary of  grades  from 
cotton classed through last week. These 
excellent grades may eventually decline, 
but look for some continuation as there 
is a great deal of cotton in gin yards 
or waiting to be picked up that was 
harvested prior to the recent rains.  

Mental Field Maps

  When trying to harvest a crop 
time is valuable. Nonetheless , I 
encourage  you to take  a few minutes 
to make a mental assessment of each 
field.  Monitor for any problem areas 
which may need to be  addressed going 
into next year.  Look for weedy spots  
and identify  the  weed species present.  
Note areas of rank  growth that may 
require greater PGR management.   
Check for stunted plants or areas of low 
plant populations  which could be a sign 
of nematode damage.  If suspected , 
now is the best time to test  for them by 
taking a sampling of soil from the root 
zone.   A reminder, soil gathered in these 
samples should be moist to obtain the 
most accurate results.  Yield monitors 
on pickers can help identify areas where 
insect pressure may have been greater.  

Finally, look for any locations in the field 
where soil erosion may have become a 
problem.  A few minutes of your time 
now could pay huge dividends next 
season.

Cover Crop Use in Cotton

If asked to pick one production 
practice guaranteed  to boost your 
return on cotton, I would choose the 
use of winter cover crops.   Research has 
proven this practice can   increase yields 
by as much as 150 to 200 pounds per 
acre. In addition, it has the  potential to 
significantly  reduce input costs.  Grasses 
(wheat, rye, etc.) or legumes (clover, 
vetches, etc.) are good choices for a 
winter cover crop.  When planting in the 
fall  be sure to use an adequate seeding 
rate.  In the spring,  these cover crops 
are killed  three to four weeks prior to 
planting cotton in their stubble.      Let’s 
look briefly at some of the benefits.

Reduced Fertilizer Costs – When using  
legumes in your winter mix, their ability 
to fix nitrogen in the soil  can allow you 
to reduce  fertilizer rates. Cotton grown 
behind them can take up at least 30 to 
60 percent of the N  produced by the 
legume . Thus, N rates can be reduced 
accordingly.



Choice Cotton Market Commentary   3

EVERY CROP YEAR IS UNIQUE.
Your marketing plan should 
be, too.

Weed Suppression – Grass cover crops, 
such as wheat  or rye,   produce a 
tremendous amount of  plant residue.  
This serves to block sunlight thus 
preventing or delaying the emergence 
of weeds.  Some studies in Georgia have 
shown it to reduce pigweed populations 
by 50 percent.   It also serves to delay 
weed emergence, often up to forty days, 
allowing   timely herbicide applications 
to be made.

Insect Suppression – A thick stand of 
plant residue   greatly reduces thrips 
pressure on seedling cotton by making it 
more difficult for the insects to find the 
young plants.  However, if terminated 
later than three to four weeks prior to 
planting  cutworms and spider mites 
could pose a bigger problem.

Water Infiltration – Grass cover crops  
produce a massive root system which 
can grow to a depth of several feet.  
This opens the soil  increasing water 
infiltration while the residue shades 
the ground reducing soil evaporation 
resulting in less moisture stress.  In 

many instances, irrigation applications 
can be reduced. 

Improved Soil Health – Cover crops 
promote microbial activity in the soil 
during the winter months.  As a result, 
soil structure is improved, organic 
matter is added, soil nutrients become 
more readily available, and compaction 
is reduced.

Soil Erosion – Soil is held in place thus 
reducing crusting and  the negative 
impact of heavy rain and high winds. 
Also, especially in the Southwest, the 
residue serves to protect young plants 
from adverse effect of sandblasting.   

Until next time, 
 

 


