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CONTINUOUS NO-TILL PAYS OFF 

 

Long-term no-till fields have better soil structure, more residue cover, and less surface crusting 

compared to tilled fields. Dry weather again put many crops and cropping practices to the test this 

season. Throughout the state, differences in tillage systems, planting dates, or other management 

factors made large differences in yield, especially in dryland production. The moisture 

conservation benefits of crop residue management and no-till helped many fields "hang on" 

through the dry spells, waiting for precious rainfall while some conventional tilled fields didn't 

fair as well. 

 

The 2003 yields for a long-term tillage system study on the University of Nebraska Rogers 

Memorial Farm (10 miles east of Lincoln) are as follows for soybeans: Fall plow, disk, disk, 38.2 

bu/ac; Fall chisel, disk, 38.3 bu/ac; Double disc, 37.0 bu/ac; Single disc, 38.6 bu/ac; No-till with 

cultivation, 41.4 bu/ac; and No-till without cultivation, 44.1 bu/ac. 

 

For sorghum, the yields with the tillage treatments versus no-till were: Fall plow, disk, disk, 123 

bu/ac; Fall chisel, disk, 119.6 bu/ac; Double disk, 110.3 bu/ac; Single disk, 121.5 bu/ac; No-till 

with cultivation, 124.2 bu/ac; and No-till without cultivation, 128.3 bu/ac. 

 

These research plots, established in 1981 in a dryland soybean/grain sorghum rotation, are 

showing that long-term no-till builds soil structure, usually has the highest yield, and is the most 

profitable. After good rainfall last fall, there were adequate rains in May and June to fill the soil 

profile, replacing the soil moisture lost to pre-plant tillage. However, little rain fell from June 28 

through September 8, only 3.3 inches, and another 3.3 inches fell from then until harvest at the 

end of September. The late season rains may not have added much to the yield of the grain 

sorghum as it was near maturity, but it definitely helped the soybeans fill their pods. 

 

Most impressively when cars were floating in Lincoln after a summer storm and Waverly 

received a pounding rain and hail, the Rogers farm experienced no runoff from a 3 inch 

downpour. The zero runoff was proven by placing automatic recorders and flumes where runoff 

would have gone off a field through a grass buffer into a nearby creek. Soils scientists have 

measured 3 inches per hour infiltration rate on the Sharpsburg silty clay loam soil and only 0.4 

inches per hour in the wheel track rows and in the tilled soils. The 0.4 inches per hour are the 

same water rates listed in the NRCS handbook for this soil. Soil experts have now measured 

higher infiltration rates in the long-term no-till fields compared to soils with grasses in buffer 

strips or pasture grass situations. 

 

One has to work with the system to make it work with rotations being a key benefit. In Saline 

County, we now have fields that have been in continuous no-till for 10 to 20 years and I wish I 

could share with you how this effects the farm program payment yields and crop insurance 

premiums on some of these farms as I observed last winter.  

  

 

 



 

Over the years on the Rogers Farm, it has been observed that the long-term no-till treatments have 

better soil structure, more residue cover, and less surface crusting. These conditions are 

improving the water infiltration rate and decreasing runoff, making rainfall more effective with 

long-term no-till. With no tillage operations, better soil structure, and higher yields, no-till is the 

most profitable tillage system. 

 

I am attending the National No-Tillage Conference in Des Moines, IA, January 7-9, 2004. If you 

would be interested in attending also, give Lou a call at my office at 821-2151 or e-mail 

rpryor1@unl.edu. 
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