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uses,” he says.
Livestock feeders also have their 

eye on some of that crop residue. Last 
year, Liberal, Kansas, hay operator 
Willis Christian bought and baled  
20,000 ‘big square’ bales of corn sto-
ver, and 12,000 bales of wheat straw, 
from local farmers. 

“We thought our baling business 
would take off when the ethanol plant 
opens, but demand from feedlots and 
cow/calf operators has taken off even 
more quickly,” says Christian.

Christian, who uses flail chop-
pers to harvest corn stubble, typically 
removes about three tons per acre. 
“Most growers follow up by planting  
wheat in the remaining residue and 
‘water it up’ to provide surface cover 
and erosion protection,” m

Above: Corn produces one pound of residue 
for each pound of grain, so a 200- bushel crop 
results in nearly 12,000 pounds of residue.
Left: Willis Christian found interest from live-
stock feeders in the 32,000 bales of wheat straw 
and corn stover that he put up last season..

Above: Kansas State agronomist Alan Schle-
gel has worked with other researchers to deter-
mine how crop residue reduces evaporative loss. 
Right: Many cattle feeders are grinding wheat 
stubble and corn stover, and mixing it with dried 
distiller’s grain, to replace alfalfa in their rations.

layers, so you can remove some of 
it without exposing too much of the 
soil surface. In those conditions, 50% 
removal might equate to 70% cover-
age, but the situation will be very field 
specific. It could be tempting to re-
move too much,” adds Presley.

Weighing crop removal. Aben-
goa’s contract offers a variety of op-
tions, but reportedly pays growers $15 
per ton for 3x4-foot ‘big square’ bales. 
USDA’s new Biomass Crop Assistance 
Program (BCAP) may supplement 
those payments in initial years.

“Selling three to four tons of crop 
residue per acre could provide signifi-
cant income in the short term, but if 
farmers remove too much it could cost 
in the long term,” says Kansas State ag 
economist Dan O’Brien.

The value of leaving crop residue 
on the soil varies with soil type, slope, 
climate and a host of other factors. A 
ton of corn residue contains roughly 
$20 worth of crop nutrients, but in the 
Plains—where many soils are natu-
rally high in potash—only nitrogen 
and phosphorus ($8.75) meet a need.

more significant benefit 
in low rainfall and irri-
gated regions comes from 
reduced evaporation. 
“Our tests show that un-

der center-pivot irrigation, a layer of 
crop residue saves five inches of water 
annually,” says Kansas State ag engi-
neer Norm Klocke. “If irrigation water 
is limited, an additional inch is worth 
12 bushels per acre to corn yields. If 
water isn’t limited, you still save $6 
per inch in pumping costs. However, 
it takes a residue cover of at least 75%  
to get this benefit.”

“I think most farmers understand 
and appreciate the role of crop resi-
due,” says Rome. “It will be our duty 
as stewards of the land to make sure 

enough of it remains to protect the soil 
and maintain a sustainable system.”

“Enough residue must be left to pro-
tect the soil from erosion,” adds Robb. 
“As for the other benefits, every farm-
er will need to decide if it’s more prof-
itable to save crop residue or sell it.”

Residue to spare. Mike Edgerton, 
technical lead for corn ethanol and 
quality traits at Monsanto, says mod-
ern high-yielding corn hybrids are 
also impacting decisions on residue 
removal. “Grain yields have doubled 
since 1970 so there’s been a dramatic 
increase in the amount of residue pro-
duced. With new ‘stacked’ hybrids, 
stalks are larger and healthier—so 
they last longer on the surface—and 
root systems have greater mass.”

Edgerton says the impact these 
changes have on soil conservation and 
soil quality need to be factored into 
the soil loss models used to predict 
erosion. “Our pilot study on farms in 
Iowa indicates that about one-third of 
the carbon in surface residue is discre-
tionary and can be removed for othere 
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