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Michael and Adam 
Crowell of Turlock, Calif., 
have been no-tilling now for 
4 years. “The first year we 
ever tried no-till, we did a 
test plot of 30-acres, with 
the guidance of Western 
Farm Services and the 
urging of Sustainable 
Conservation, ” says 
Michael Crowell. “We 
decided it worked well 
enough and we could see 
the merit in adopting this 
technique.” They also 
theorized, if people in the 
Midwest could make no-till 
work with less favorable 
weather conditions, why 
couldn’t it work here in 
California on irrigated 
land. That next year 

Mike decided to plant 
everything no-till. Mike has 
attended the National No-
till convention for the last 4 
years. He has also been 
involved with Jeff Mitchell’s 
work on conservation 
tillage.

Today, the Crowell’s use the 
no-till technique on their 
270 acres of farmable land. 
With this planting 
technique they are able to 
harvest three crops each 
year. Being, able to grow 
this much feed for their 600-
cows has been a huge 

Farmers tackle conservation 

challenge
Farm manager Seth Rossow 
is one of the first California 
farmers to take 'the 
challenge.'

He signed up 120 acres of 
grain corn ground for the 
Best Management Practices 
Challenge offered by 
American Farmland Trust 
and Sustainable 
Conservation.

This spring, instead of 
chiseling, discing and listing 
the field, he strip tilled 
behind his winter wheat 
crop and planted corn.

"I expect to take a hit in 
production, but I want to get 
the soil in better shape," said 

Rossow who manages the 
ground for Bert 
Wilgenbaurg's Flint Dairy 
just south of Merced.

Rossow is taking advantage 
of a reimbursement offer for 
crop and revenue loss to 
justify the experiment, but 
he expects considerable 
dividends in the long run.

"I wanted to get the ground 
in better shape. It is low in 
organic matter and we think 
strip till will improve it over 
time, add organic matter," 
said Rossow. Along the way, 
he said, he would cut down 
on soil moisture loss by not 
discing.

Strip till is one of the 
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conservation practices encouraged in 
the BMP Challenge that is hoped to 
reduce carbon, nitrogen and 
phosphorus in the environment. 

Alex Karolyi, of Sustainable 
Conservation, said reducing tillage will 
help reduce air pollution in the San 
Joaquin Valley, which is high on a list 
for poor air quality. 

Conservation tillage methods 
eliminate multiple passes through 
farm fields by planting into the 
previous crop's residue. In Rossow's 
case the only tillage is a strip where the 
seeds are planted. The challenge 
requires that 30 percent of the residue 
is left in the field before planting. The 
nutrient management component of 
the challenge is aimed at reducing 
fertilizer run-off and improving water 
quality by balancing application with 
crop uptake.

Karolyi said besides reductions of dust 
and diesel emissions from machinery, 
there are savings in fuel, maintenance 
and labor with conservation tillage.

Farmers are reluctant to try something 
that may cause them to lose 
production, said Karolyi. Rossow said 
the reimbursement justifies taking the 
risk of losing production.

This is the first year the BMP 

Challenge has been in California. Since 
1998, more than 50 farmers in Idaho 
and several Midwest and Mid-Atlantic 
states have enrolled 9,200 acres in the 
program, which is coordinated here by 
Sustainable Conservation and 
American Farmland Trust. 

In California, any Central 
Valley 
farmer 
growing 
corn crops is 
eligible to enroll in 
the reduced tillage 
program. The BMP 
Challenge for 
nutrient 
management was originally 
only available to farmers in San 
Joaquin, Merced and Stanislaus 
counties, but now farmers in other 
counties are eligible.

Ladi Asgill, Sustainable Conservation's 
project manager in Modesto, said as of 
June 26, there are 600 acres enrolled in 
the tillage challenge. The goal is 1,000 
acres, and Asgill said they expect to 
reach that in the next crop rotation. In 
the San Joaquin Valley, he said there 
are between 60,000 to 70,000 acres 
under conservation tillage. 

The idea behind the challenge, Asgill 
explained, is to get farmers to try 
conservation tillage more than once.

"Quite a few try it and after a few 
yield hits they quit rather than 
lose more income. We're hoping 
they'll hang in there longer and 
work out the bugs," said Asgill.

At harvest, he said, they will compare 
yields with similar fields under 
conventional tillage and pay for 
differences based on crop insurance 
rates.

"We're hoping yields will be 
comparable, but plan for the worst. 
Our aim is to allow them time to learn 
how to farm with conservation tillage," 
said Asgill. 

Funding for the BMP Challenge comes 
from a USDA Conservation Innovation 
grant through AgFlex®, a risk 
management company and American 
Farmland Trust.

challenge continued from pg 1

Kenneth Jelacich, farm manager for 
Joseph Gallo Farms, is another 
farmer giving the Best 
Management Practices Challenge a 
try. Finding ways to save money is 
always beneficial, but especially in 
tough economic times. 

With this thought in mind, Jelacich 
signed up 100-acres of corn to try 
strip-tillage. Strip-tillage will let 
Jelacich reduce his field passes 
from five down to two. “If this 100-
acre plot is successful there are 

huge benefits to be had,” he says. 
Those benefits multiply when you 
include reduced diesel fuel usage, 
time savings from fewer passes, 
and labor savings.  

“We’re experimenting with this 
100-acre plot,” says Jelacich. And, if 
the yields are the same or better, 
he plans to expand his strip-tillage 
experiment to more of the 13,000 
acres he manages for Joseph Gallo 
Farms.

Jelacich has not treated his test 
plot any different from his 
conventional acres. And, to date, 
the strip-tilled plot looks like 
normal corn. “It looks promising, 
but we’ll have to see how it turns 
out.”

Sustainable conservation is 
working to get at least 10 Central 
Valley farmers signed up by 
August.

Joseph Gallo Farms gives Conservation Tillage a Try

The BMP Challenge 
just received 
funding for 

3 more years.
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Orthman offers solutions for conservation tillage

Orthman equipment offers four 
different tools for conservation 
tillage. The most predominant of 
the four tools is the 1tRIPr. 

The 1tRIPr tool combines strip-till 
soil management, precision 
nutrient placement and seedbed 
preparation into a single field pass, 
says Mike Petersen, precision-
tillage agronomist at Orthman.  

The name, 1tRIPr, is derived from 
combining multiple operations to 
meet preplant objectives while 
conserving moisture, soil, time, 
and money in one trip.

The 1tRIPr can be utilized as a 
stand-alone machine, in unison 
with the Orthman Combo Caddy, 
or a planter attachment package to 
truly combine multiple operations 
and maximize one-pass 
productivity.  The 1tRIPr can 
tackle various field conditions 
such as: wheat stubble, cover crop, 
and standing corn stalks while 
providing a clean, level, and 
ideally suited seedbed each and 
every time.

With the 1tRIPr, the ground is 
engaged in a strip 10-inches wide 

by 10-inches deep. To 
pull the 1tRIPr at this 
depth, you will need 
25 to 30 horsepower 
per row, says Petersen. 
Row sizes are from 2 to 
16, a tool for 24-rows is 
under development. 
The approximate list 
price for a 1tRIPr for 
California is $2,650 per 
row.

The biggest benefit 
that Petersen sees with 
the 1tRIPr is the 
machine is very good at placing 
fertilizer. Fertilizer is placed right 
behind the shank. Being able to 
precisely place fertilizer in this day 
and age is economically smart, he 
says. Dry or liquid fertilizer can be 
used.

Other benefits that can be seen 
with the 1tRIPr are:

Moisture savings. Every time you 
till .75-inch of moisture is lost. 
Conventional tillage requires 
seven operations. For each 
operation .75-inch of moisture is 
lost.

Reduction of dust. The 1tRIPr 
does not create very much dust, 
which can help growers comply 
with PM10 regulations.

Savings in fuel costs. The 1tRIPr 
uses 1.5 to 2.5 gallons per acre of 
diesel to pull the tool. Compare 
this to 10 to 14 gallons of diesel 
with conventional tillage.

Labor savings. Less labor is 
needed because passes in the field 
are reduced from seven to one or 
two.

EQIP funds available. EQIP funds 
are available to cost-share on this 
tool.

More time to spend with family. 
Reducing field passes from seven 
to one or two means you are not 
out in the field farming all of the 
time. There is not a dollar figure to 
place on this benefit, says Petersen, 
but being able to watch your 
family grow up is a huge benefit.

For more information on Orthman 
Equipment, contact: Mike Petersen
mpetersen@orthman.com, Matt
Delahanty
mdelahanty@orthman.com or go 
to: www.precisiontillage.com

New UC strip-tillage online publication 
A new University of California online publication outlines strip-tillage, a 
management practice with potential to save farmers money in fuel, labor and 
equipment costs while decreasing the amount of soil disturbed and dust 
generated as fields are prepared for planting. 

The eight-page publication, Strip-Tillage in California's Central Valley, may be 
downloaded in pdf format free at http://ucanr.org/strip-till.

While the publication focuses primarily on dairy/forage based systems in the 
San Joaquin Valley, Russell Ranch researchers have developed energy efficient 
strip-till equipment for transplanted tomato systems. The strip-till, ground-
driven (dragged rather than powered through fields) incorporator sequence 
for reducing energy inputs is part of the tillage progress at Russell Ranch. 

http://us.mc454.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=mpetersen@orthman.com
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http://us.mc454.mail.yahoo.com/mc/compose?to=mdelahanty@orthman.com
http://www.precisiontillage.com
http://www.precisiontillage.com
http://ucanr.org/strip-till
http://ucanr.org/strip-till


benefit for their dairy. The Crowell’s 
plant corn, forage sorghum and 
winter forage.

The only time the 270 acres is tilled is 
in the fall. “We make a pass with a 
vertical tillage tool to incorporate dry 
manure into the field or to touch up 
levelling,” says Crowell. Otherwise, 
they try not to disturb the soil ever. 

Installing a flow meter on the dairy’s 
lagoon, is one thing that Mike says 
has helped them be successful. They 
take soil samples and sample their 
lagoon water when they irrigate. 
Treating his lagoon water just like 
commercial fertilizer has been a huge 
cost savings. After looking at the soil 
and irrigation water samples, Mike 
says he will supplement with 
commercial fertilizer, but only if he 
needs it. However, he does not apply 
commercial phosphorous or 
potassium to the field, other than pop-
up fertilizer, which is only a few 
pounds per acre. 

No-till has allowed them to plant the 
same or next day after harvest. “Most 
people are in the field three weeks 
before they can plant,” says Mike.

The Crowell’s use a 7-inch twin-row 
planter centered on 30-inch rows and 
plants 36,000 seeds per acre. After 
planting, they will use flood 
irrigation, to irrigate up. “This saves 
us time,” says Mike. “And, with no-
till, you don’t want wet soil at 
planting.” If the tractor drives on dry 
soil there is no compaction. 
Compaction can be your biggest 
enemy. The Crowell’s also use a tail-

water return system to recycle 
any excess water off the field.

New plants are up within a 
week of planting. 

Weed control is applied after the 
first irrigation. Mike says they 
may give it another treatment if 
weeds get too big before the 
corn canopies.

Soil quality is another benefit 
the Crowell’s have seen. Mike notes 
that they now have really loose soil, 
and the soil quality improves every 
year. “Old root rot and turn into plant 
food for the next crop,” he says. In 
the winter they plant triticale, which 
has a root system that can reach 18-
inches. This crop also helps break up 
the soil.

Before no-till the Crowell’s were only 
able to harvest two crops. In addition 
to increased volume with three crops, 
they have also seen the same or better 
yields with no-till. “We had 30 tons 
per acres with our corn crop last 
summer,” says Adam. “When you 
get three good crops in a row – that’s 
a lot of feed.” And, the Crowell’s say 
each year their yields are increasing. 
They are hoping for their 
biggest corn silage yield yet. 

Making the switch to no-till has 
also reduced the amount of 
equipment the Crowell’s need. 
They went from three 4-wheel 
tractors, two rippers, two 
spring-tooth harrows, and one 
challenger down to one-tractor. 
“We’ve basically eliminated all 

costs except for planting,” 

says Adam.

Carbon trading is just another benefit 
that Crowell’s have been able to take 
advantage of. The Crowell’s receive 
around $6,000 per year in carbon 
credits.

Mike and Adam are looking forward 
to the future with no-till. “We’re 
doing this because it makes sense. I 
can’t imagine where we’d be if we 
didn’t do no-till.”

Mike’s advice to other’s looking at 
different types of conservation tillage, 
“You’ve got to decide its going to 
work. If you go into it thinking it 
won’t work, it won’t work. You’ll just 
see all the problems. Decide it will 
work, and then make it work.” 

no-till continued from page 1

Want to try reduced tillage?

The Conservation Tillage work group at the University of 
California Extension has a number of implements on loan. If 
you would like to try conservation tillage on a limited basis, 
please contact Jeff Mitchell at (559) 303-9689. We can also put 
you in touch with experienced growers or custom farmers in 
your area to help you get going!

Corn at the Crowell’s mid-July 2009

No-till planting corn at the Crowell’s mid-April 2009

Shows seed placement after planting no-till.




