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What are the biggest advantages, if any, of 
conservation tillage on these soils?

Conservation tillage controls erosion, uses less 
horsepower and saves trips across the field.

What are the biggest problems with con-
ventional tillage (moldboard plowing, 
disking, chiseling, etc.)?

Erosion! Another is timeliness. With conventional 
tillage you may not be able to get in the field when 
you need to; it is either too wet or too dry.

Do you use subsoiling under the row? Why 
or why not?

We have a paratill but haven’t used it in three or 
four years. We cannot hip or raise beds behind a 
paratill.

Do you have any other comments or ideas 
about conservation tillage on Blackland 
Prairie soils, or ideas for future research?

Controlled traffic is important in conservation 
tillage. All our equipment, including grain carts, 
can straddle four 38-inch rows.

SUMMARY
Successful farmers in the Blackland Prairie region 
recognize the challenges and the importance of 
reduced-tillage practices as well as other conser-
vation practices such as wheat or rye in a dou-
ble-cropping system, piped-outlet terraces and 
precision waterway drainage. They know these 
practices will preserve the land’s productivity 
and profitability for future generations. Future 
research needs to focus on cover crop systems 
that have potential to protect the soil from ero-
sion, enhance internal drainage and allow the 
soil surface to dry out for early crop planting and 
crop growth. Table 19.1 summarizes some of the 
research-based techniques used by the farmers in 
the case studies.

Technique
Relative  

importance
0=low 5=high

Benefits Potential problems

Fall chisel or light  
fall disking

5
Reduces erosion; leaves soil surface 
rough; leaves residue on surface;  
disrupts cracking; best on sloping land

Some erosion risk

Raised beds/ridge  
till in fall

5
Drainage; warmer soils in spring; early 
planting; best on flat lands

Erosion on sloping land

Stale seedbed 
planting

4 Early planting; fuel and labor savings Pathogen carryover

No-till corn 3 High returns and low cost; low erosion Highly variable yields

Small-grain cover crop 2
Reduces winter erosion; adds organic 
residues

Keeps soil wet in spring

Planting no-till  
into sod

2 Reduces erosion; fuel and labor savings
Complete kill of sod; appropriate 
equipment for planting; seed depth; 
closure of seed furrow

Small grain in furrows  
between raised beds

2 Controls in-row erosion
Pythium; insects; delayed planting; 
difficult to manage

Spring chiseling  
or disking

1 More uniform stand; disrupts cracking
Erosion; clods; not very timely in wet 
weather

Legume cover crop  
(e.g., Balansa clover)

1 Reduces erosion; adds nitrogen
Diseases; most legumes are not suitable 
for these soils; keeps soils wet in spring

In-row subsoiling/
paratill

0 Unnecessary except on sandy soils High energy requirement

TABLE 19.1. Conservation tillage techniques that may benefit cracking Blackland Prairie soils in Alabama and 
Mississippi


