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KEN HALE IS no stranger to tough
times. He faced two consecutive
drought years and a vear of looding
after taking over the family e in
1976, but about the turn of the cent-
ry, he was facing a different kind of
threat that forced him to take a hard
Ik ait aperating costs

*To b honeset, | knew the writing
was on the wall for me, that 1 eould
not continoe to exist in farming with
the farming practices | have used in
the past.” he recalls,

It was his tough Mereed clay soils
and the many pasaes regu ired o pre=
pare ground for planting cotton that
inspared Hale to focusz on tillage proc-
tices as o way Lo cul back on land
preparation costs

“We've got adobe clay here,” e ex-
plainz “We get eracks in our fields
four inches wide and we can stick a
taps in the ground 20 inches deep.”

Three vears agoe, Hale decided to
change his operation to GPS and
minimum tillage to bring down
tillage costs. He became convinoced he
could cut back on the number of pass-
es ard the associated costs with a
heavv-duty tiller — even though his
meighbors were skeptical.

Because the San Joaquin Valley is
flat, erosion from runofl is not a con-
corn because meost furmers do not
driin water from felds into public
waterways, nocording to Dan Munk,
eodton, water and soils frm advisor
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for the University of California Coop-
erative Extension Servioe in Fresno,
Air quality problems, however, have
b o 1w, sinde they can be exacs
erbated by tillage operations.

“Wind, of course, can take soil
from the site, but it's basically the
tillage practice itself that creates
concern for the air quality regula-
tors,” Munk explains.

It is absolutely necesaary for Hale
to break up heavy
clay aabls o pregan:
beds for planting
cotton. Thats why
hie descided to adopt
what an Australian
farmer who visited
thee valley ealled
“maximum till, min-
iEL passes,”

Full [|'||;:|.':|.' ia alza
desirnhble for collon
in the valley to
achieve “plow-down
complinnee, an 1n-
tegrated pest man-
agement program to control pink
bollworm and the damage it causes
to calton crops, according to Mumk.
“The plow-down compliance basically
requires growers Lo ghred cotton
atalks, detach and incorporate them
into the soil before the plow-down
date. That sets up a host-free period
for the pink bollworm,”

Ome of the reasons Hale chose a
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Tillageworks

heavy-duty tiller from Morthwest
Tillers, Ine. was to meet pink ball-
worm plow-down requirements, but
hie also decided on his *maximam till,
minimum passes” program, because
it reduces operating costs and dra-
muatically speeds up land preparation.
Considering tillage practices com-
monly used by growers in his area for
cotton seedbed preparation — pegquir-
ing about 12 passes across the field -
e arrived at a cost per acee of $130
to 1440 for “conventional” tillage.
Then, wsing identical figures for
tractor time, labor, fuel consumpleon
and other expenses, he also added in
items like blade wear on the tiller to
determine his “minimuom tillage”
cost=. In the end, he caleulated full
tillage with minimum passes, scaled
hack his field work, and cut out labor,
fuel, tractor time and other costs
enough to save him
approscimately 5756
per gere on Lhe 1400
acres he prepared
for cotton after har-
viest im D004,
Because he re-
duced tillage opera-
tions substantially,
vt still achioved ex-
cellent seedbed
preparntion, Hale
aaya his payroll s
ings alone were
miore tham 20 per-
cent the first year,
This vear, he is installing sprayers
and other applicators on the tiller in
pursuit of his ultimate goal: to reduoe
the tota] number of posses hie makes
peroes the field to only eight per season,
saving about 14 feld passes compared
Lo thee 2 commenly usesd to prepane
nnd farm a cotton field in his anca, @
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