
 

 

 

 

With the drought in 2012 and the demand for forage for cattle, there has been a lot 

of discussion about baling up cornstalks for feed this summer.  In traveling around 

southeast Nebraska, there have been several fields where cornstalks have been baled up 

and removed for feed this year.  If this is done, what will be the impact on this field for 

next year?  Will it affect crop yields next year?  How many nutrients are being removed? 

What are these cornstalks worth?  Can anything be done to reduce the impact of 

removing this residue? 

 

These are all excellent questions that should be considered when cornstalks are 

removed from fields.  In response to the drought and a number of questions, University of 

Nebraska-Lincoln Extension Specialists recently updated the NebGuide, “ Harvesting 

Crop Residues”.  This guide can be accessed via the Internet at:   

http://www.ianrpubs.unl.edu/epublic/pages/publicationD.jsp?publicationId=1026.  This 

publication does an excellent job of addressing these questions.  The issue of removing 

crop residue from fields following harvest has been discussed previously in parts of 

Nebraska where there are a number of large feedlots.  Feedlots are mixing and feeding 

cornstalks with distillers by-products.  Cellulosic ethanol production is also being 

evaluated and harvesting of crop residues to produce ethanol is anticipated in the future.  

One of the differences is most of this discussion was in irrigated corn fields where 

production is usually higher than under dryland environments.  Research the past few 

years in eastern Nebraska and elsewhere in the Corn Belt indicate that up to 50% of crop 

residue removal has often resulted in no effect or increased yield. 

 

Based on fertilizer prices of May of 2012, nutrient removal from one ton of 

cornstalks is worth about $30 ($28.90) and on average corn that yields 40/bu/acre will 

produce one ton of residue.  Another important issue is to maintain soil organic matter 

and prevent soil erosion.  Under no-till systems, it is estimated that 2 to 3 tons of crop 

residue should be left in the field each year to maintain soil organic matter.  In previous 

years that has not been an issue, but with the drought, low yields and the removal of some 

crop residues for feed, organic matter could be impacted in the long-term.  This is 

important because the higher the organic matter in your soil the greater the water holding 

capacity and infiltration rate of the soil.  If you have been in a continuous no-till system 

for several years, you may be able to remove some of your crop residue without 

impacting organic matter or soil erosion.  In tillage systems it is more challenging to 

maintain organic matter and prevent erosion because tillage increases the rate of new 

residue and existing soil organic matter decomposition. 

 

While some fields have had residue removed and still have a significant amount 

of residue left in the field, many other fields have little residue remaining.  What can be 

done to reduce this impact of residue removal?  The application of manure can replace 

some  of  the carbon and  nutrients  removed with the residue, improve water  infiltration,  
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and reduce runoff and erosion, but it will not trap snow like residue or reduce 

evaporation.  We have discussed the use of cover crops a great deal this summer and fall.  

The early harvest has allowed farmers to plant cover crops this fall and cover crops can 

still be planted.  Unfortunately the dry soil conditions have made establishment of cover 

crops questionable, although they may emerge in the spring.  Successful cover crop 

establishment can reduce erosion, help catch snow, capture soil nitrogen and add carbon 

to the soil.  Planting wheat in fields following the removal of residue is also an option as 

a cash crop or cover crop.  If you get a good stand, it could be a grain crop next summer 

and you may even have some nitrogen left in the soil from the corn crop it can utilize.  

Also if the stand isn’t sufficient for grain, you may be able to use as a forage either 

through grazing or harvesting and then planting another forage crop or soybeans if 

weather conditions are favorable.                         
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