
What are farmers doing to improve soils for future crops? 

Farmers are very aware that the management of the soil will have a direct effect on the soil’s 

quality or “health”.  The health of the soil is based on the physical, chemical and biological 

qualities.  Managing for healthy soils involve implementing farming practices that maintain 

organic matter levels in the soils.  Soil organic matter is the very foundation for healthy and 

productive soils.  Organic matter will improve the water holding capacity, nutrient availability 

and reduces soil erosion.  Adding organic materials and reducing tillage are two ways to 

maintain organic matter levels in the soil.  Many of the farms in our area do this by applying 

manure to their fields.  Manure will provide the soil organic materials and nutrients essential 

for plant growth.  Another farming practice that is becoming widely used is the planting of 

cover crops.  A cover crop is grown for the purpose of protecting the soil from erosion during 

the time of year when the soil would be left bare.  The cover crop residue will also add valuable 

organic matter to the soil.  Some farmers in the region are using conservation tillage practices 

as a way to maintain soil quality.  Conservation tillage practices would include no-till and zone-

till practices.  These systems are based on the principle that limits tillage to only a very narrow 

strip or band where the seed is placed.  The soil is only disturbed around the seed zone.  The 

no-till planters will generally have a ripple coulter on the planter in front of the seed placement 

unit.  Zone-till is a little more aggressive at disturbing the soil than no-till.  The zone-till planters 

will have multiple coulters in a configuration that disturbs a 6 inch wide by 4 inch deep band for 

each row, while leaving the soil between the rows undisturbed.  Maintaining healthy soils is a 

process that takes place over many years.  There are no real quick fixes to remedy soils that are 

poorly degraded.  

~ Mike Hunter, Field Crops Specialist, Cornell Cooperative Extension Regional Team 
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