
Dragline Manure Application Systems: A Breath 

of Fresh Air 
 

By Gabby Domagala, Dairy & Livestock Specialist  

Farmers have utilized manure on their fields as a natural 
fertilizer for centuries. Although manure is rich in 
nutrients, the smell is poor. As technology has 
continued to advance, so has the application of manure 
onto fields to increase efficiency, productivity, and 
reduce the odor. Farmers are adopting new ways to 
manage manure to help improve air and water quality 
and public health. One recent innovation in safely 
spreading manure is the development of dragline 
manure application systems. The method basically 
involves pumping liquid manure from a lagoon or 
holding tank through hoses which are pulled behind a tractor. Manure is then either surface-applied or 
injected into the soil. One major benefit of this method is the reduction in surface compaction that occurs 
when large tankers are driven onto the field. 

The initial cost of a hard dragline system may be expensive, however, if a farm has a few miles or more 
cropland near their primary lagoon, has satellite lagoons or is constantly dealing with tankers being out of 
service, then the return on investment from installing a dragline system is worth the initial cost. The 
utilization of a dragline manure system instead of a traditional liquid manure tanker cuts costs such as 
reducing the time to spread or inject manure, requires less labor to implement the hose than to haul the 
equivalent manure in several trucks, and often eliminates added fuel costs of travel. In addition to the 
economic benefits of utilizing a dragline manure application, there are environmental benefits as well.  

Often farmers recycle manure and use it as fertilizer for crops. Federal, state, and local clean water laws 
regulate how manure is applied on cropland, so nutrients are absorbed by the crops, not ground water. 
Utilization of a dragline manure system instead of a traditional liquid manure tanker cuts down on field 
compaction caused by heavy trucks, makes more nitrogen available to plants, and reduces odor. 

Typically, there are two kinds of application units used with a drag line: surface application or manure 
incorporation. Today there is a growing interest in manure incorporation. After many years of surface 
application, a build-up of very high phosphorus levels in the top inch or two of soil can occur. This can lead to 
increased runoff of manure in surface waters. Today's manure incorporation equipment enables the 
injection of manure a few inches below the soil surface with very minimal disturbance. This captures reduces 
the need for tillage, decreasing soil erosion, while reducing the risk for manure runoff, and significantly 
reduces odor. The dragline system can easily be combined with an injection unit delivering the benefits of 
both systems to the farmer.  

With the cool wet weather delaying field work this spring and creating wetter than desired soil conditions, 
this may be a good season to try drag line manure application. The ideal farm for a dragline system includes 
a dairy that has a sizable amount of cropland near the farm’s lagoon. It is recommended to have 660 feet of 
hose to distribute manure on 40 acres of land. Some hoses can be dragged out as far as 6 miles from the 
slurry location. In addition to hose length, there needs to be enough pressure generated by the motor to 
keep the slurry moving at 1 to 6 feet per second in any length or size of hose. If the pressure produced is too 
low, then the solids will drop to the bottom of the hose and be lost during application. When the slurry 
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moves faster than 6 feet per second, sudden changes in pressure could be hazardous. A mile of hose can 
pump out 60,000 gallons per hour. 

Dragline manure application is a simple operation that cuts down on labor and costs associated with liquid 
tanker trucks. With a little more investment, it can be used to maximize economic and environmental 
benefits discovered since its implementation.  
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