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Corn Planting Depth 
 
Variability - Why Does It Happen and What Can We Do About It? 
 
Planting depth is the first and one of the most important things to prioritize on the road to maximizing yields.  
Variability in planting depth can happen even in the same field or change over time with the same planter.  
The most common problem with variability in planting depth is uneven emergence and poor root growth.  
Although this type of problem may not be very noticeable early in the season, the stress will carry through 
the entire growing season and ultimately impact yields in the fall.  
 
Common causes of variable seed depth: 

• Root balls from last year’s crop can cause planter 
bounce especially at higher speeds.  

» A planter moving at 4 mph will travel over 5 
½” feet in one second.  If a row unit 
bounces for even a half second it will have 
traveled far enough to drop 5 corn kernels. 
These kernels may all be planted at a 
different depth because of that.  At 6 mph 
that same planter may drop over 8 seeds 
in half a second causing even greater 
variability. Solution – Slow the planter 
down in cloddy ground or where large root 
balls are found. 
 

• Compaction will vary across a field with soil type and traffic patterns.  

» A planter with perfect placement in loose soil may be dropping seed much shallower in 
compacted ground.  Solution – watch down pressure to make sure it can deal with tighter 
soils. 
 

• A healthy soil will have 25% or more of air space.  

» Some of this air space may settle over, and can often seem to bring seed closer to the 
surface and reduce seed depth.  Solution – check press wheels to be sure they are firming a 
loose soil enough. 
 

• A heavy rain can also wash soil in over top of the furrow and bury the seed deeper.  

» This is sometimes seen in combination with aggressive row cleaner settings that have moved 
too much soil and formed a valley that the seed furrow is in.  Solution – set row cleaners to 
remove only the residue and not move soil. 

 
 

 
Above is an example of how even a slight difference in 

planting depth can impact emergence. 



• Modern planters carry a lot of weight.  

» A large central seed tank or full fertilizer tanks can add a significant weight and help to settle 
the planer deeper than intended.  Solution – check the planting depth as the planter empties. 

 
Why 2” is the Optimal Planting Depth? 

• Soil stability: Moisture and temperature are more stable 
at 2”, especially in the spring when temperatures can vary 
widely.  Stability gives corn seedlings the best opportunity to 
absorb water and nutrients. 
 

• Root development: Underground nodal roots have 
optimal space for growth.  This creates a better anchoring 
system and leads to stronger stands.  Shallow planting 
depths don’t allow for proper nodal root development, 
causing floppy corn seedlings or rootless corn syndrome. 
 

• Chemical layer: Herbicides, fertilizers, and other inputs 
are adequately diluted by rainwater before reaching the 
seed.  If too shallow, seeds can absorb very thinly-diluted 
chemicals, become injured and possibly die. 
 
It sounds simple, but one of the best management practices 
that can be done during planting is to stop and dig up seed 
behind the planter to check on the planting depth.  Be sure 
to always check more than one row unit across the planter 
as each row unit may vary in performance.  Spend some 

time digging as you are planting to get your planter fine-tuned to the field conditions you are in.  Every field 
could be a little different. 
 
For more agronomic insights or for assistance on checking planting depth contact your local NK Agronomist 
or NK Sales Representative. 
 
 
Visit www.nkseeds.com. Join the conversation online – connect with us at social.SyngentaUS.com.  
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Product performance assumes disease presence. 
©2019 Syngenta. Important: Always read and follow label instructions. Some products may not be registered for sale or use in all states or counties. Please check with your local 
extension service to ensure registration status. AAtrex 4L, AAtrex Nine-O, Acuron, Agri-Flex, Agri-Mek 0.15EC, Agri-Mek SC, Avicta 500FS, Avicta Complete Beans 500, Avicta Duo Corn, 
Avicta Complete Corn 250, Avicta Complete Corn 500, Avicta Duo Cotton, Avicta DuoCOT 202, Ballista LFC, Besiege, Bicep II Magnum, Bicep II Magnum FC, Bicep Lite II Magnum, 
Callisto Xtra, Cyclone Star, Denim, Endigo ZC, Epi-Mek 0.15EC, Expert, Force 3G, Force CS, Force Evo, Gramoxone SL 2.0, Karate with Zeon Technology, Karate EC, Lamcap, Lamdec, 
Lexar, Lexar EZ, Lumax, Lumax EZ, Minecto Pro, Proclaim, Voliam Xpress and Warrior II with Zeon Technology are Restricted Use Pesticides.  
Some seed treatment offers are separately registered products applied to the seed as a combined slurry. Always read individual product labels and treater instructions before combining and 
applying component products. Orondis Gold is a combination of separately registered products: Orondis Gold A and Orondis Gold B.  
Consult bag tags for E-Z Refuge product herbicide options. Only those labeled EZ1 may be sprayed with glufosinate ammonium based herbicides. LibertyLink®, Liberty® and the Water 
Droplet logo are registered trademarks of Bayer. HERCULEX® and the HERCULEX Shield are trademarks of Dow AgroSciences, LLC. HERCULEX Insect Protection technology by Dow 
AgroSciences. Under federal and local laws, only dicamba-containing herbicides registered for use on dicamba-tolerant varieties may be applied. See product labels for details and tank 
mix partners. Golden Harvest® and NK® Soybean varieties are protected under granted or pending U.S. variety patents and other intellectual property rights, regardless of the trait(s) within the 
seed. The Genuity® Roundup Ready 2 Yield® and Roundup Ready 2 Xtend® traits may be protected under numerous United States patents. It is unlawful to save soybeans containing these protected 
traits for planting or transfer to others for use as a planting seed. Roundup Ready 2 Yield®, Roundup Ready 2 Xtend®, Genuity®, Genuity and Design and Genuity Icons are trademarks used under 
license from Monsanto Technology LLC. Other trademarks displayed or otherwise used herein are the property of a Syngenta Group Company or the respective trademark owners. 
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