
On Farm demonstration comparing 3 methods of tillage in corn 
production 

 
Local Tillage Trial Results: Scott Russin, Munnsville dairy farmer; Brian Larrabee, 
Empire Tractor and Mike Johnston, SWCD Madison county set up a tillage trial on one 
of Scotts’ fields this year. They performed 4 separate tillage treatments in plots that were 
160’ wide by the length of the field (approximately 800’): conventional (plow, disk, 
roller harrow); chisel, disk and roller harrow, sunflower disk ripper and strip till. All of 
the tillage treatments tilled the entire soil surface except the strip tiller which left 60% of 
the surface undisturbed. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Picture of a strip tiller with its opening disk in the front followed 
 by an adjustable ripper, two closing disks and rolling basket. 
 

The field in this demonstration was continuous corn for the past 7 years under 
conventional tillage. Manure had been applied to this phelps loam soil for this growing 
season. The tillage practices were performed the last week in April. Hytest 7807 was 
planted on April 28th at a rate of 35,600 seeds/ac with a liquid fertilizer (16-8-8) applied 
at a rate of 130lbs/ac. The field was side dressed with an additional 50 lbs of N and 
weeds were controlled with a single application of roundup. 

The table below shows the results of this demonstration. I should indicate that 
these are the results from a single field in one year. We always suggest that you look for 
studies with information across multiple seasons and locations. 

 



 
 
 

Tillage Study:  
Tillage Operation Population Field Weight Moisture Yield adj 
    65% moisture 
 plants/ac Tons/ac % Tons/ac 
Chisel Plow 28,500 23 70 21.3 
Moldboard Plow 30,000 25.3 68 24.2 
Sunflower Disk 30,000 24.1 69 22.8 
Strip Till 29,500 27.8 72 25.1 
     
Date of harvest: September 7, 2007 

 
Two 17’5” rows were harvested (whole plants at 10” height) in each tillage treatment and 
weighed to determine yield. Ten plants were selected from each treatment, processed 
with a tree chipper and dried with a koster meter to determine the moisture content. 
Results:This demonstration showed that the tillage methods didn’t significantly impact 
the populations, whole plant moisture or yield. There was only a 2% difference in plant 
population between the strip tilling and conventional tillage method with the strip tillage 
having a slightly lower population. The strip tilled corn was 4% higher moisture at the 
time of sampling (September 7th) then the corn in the conventionally tilled plot. The strip 
tilled corn would have easily dried down for silage production within this growing 
season. The strip tilled corn had the highest yield of the tillage practices in this 
demonstration in this growing season with 3.5% better yield then conventionally tilled 
corn. 
The higher yield in the strip tilled corn may have resulted from moisture conservation. 
Sixty percent of the field surface under the strip tillage was undisturbed probably 
resulting in less evaporation losses from the soil surface especially under the drier 
conditions we experienced this spring. In addition, the ripper set at 16-18” depth broke 
through any compacted soil layers allowing the roots of corn planted over the ripped zone 
to penetrate deeper into the soil profile for available moisture. 
Similar results have been reported in western NY in wetter seasons on soils with less 
favorable drainage then this Munnsville location.  
Conclusion: The results of this demonstration combined with other studies and farmers 
reports indicate that strip tillage can be used to successfully produce corn and soybeans 
with comparable yields in NY while reducing tillage. One report indicated a $12,000 
annual savings in fuel and equipment costs in response to switching from conventional 
tillage to strip till on a 700 acre farm. No one has tried to quantify the benefits of reduced 
tillage on the timeliness of cropping activities, crop yields, crop quality or cropping 
profitability. 
More and more evidence is being amassed showing the benefits of reduced tillage. 
Harold Van Es, Cornell, has some long term studies in northern and western NY that 
show no loss in yield from reduced tillage and greatly improved soil quality. Tibor 
Horvath, NRCS, did a simple demonstration at a recent meeting in Hamilton showing 



both increased run off and decreased water holding capacity of  soil planted to corn under 
conventional tillage compared with soil in the same field in hay. 

 


