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e Field Crop Notes

It’ sno secret that commodity pricesarelow and
growerswant to economizewhenever it makes
sensetodo so. Thefollowingtwoarticles, oneon
conservationtillageandtheother on nutrientsin
dairy lagoonwater, may offer opportunitiesfor
savingmoney inthefuture.

Conservation Tillage
Conference and Field Day -
June 26 (seeflyer at end of newsletter)

Conservationtillagehasbecomeawidespread
practiceinmany partsof theMidwest and eastern
states. Infact, asof 1997 morecroplandona
nationa basisisfarmed using conservationtillage
practicesthan using standardtillage practices.
Conservationtillage production practicesarebased
onthegoal of reducing primary tillageoperations
suchasplowing, ripping, disking, and chiseling. The
termincludesno-till but also any practicethat
reducestillageoperations.

InCaliforniaadoption of conservationtillagehasnot
beenwidespread for variousreasons. Incotton
production, plow-down requirementsmakeno-till
impossibleand reducedtillagedifficult. Thereis
current researchin cottonto devel op asystemthat
would cut and bury stalkswith aminimum of
disturbancetothesoil. Whileprogresshasbeen
made, acompl etely workablesystemfor all soil
typeshasnot yet been perfected for incorporating
cottonstalkswithout major tillage.

Another reasonfor slow adoptionisthat pre-
emergenceherbicidesarethe primary weed control
method used for many crops. For most of these
herbicides, soil tillageistheincorporation method of
choicebecauserainfall isnot dependableunder
Cdliforniaconditionsand most growersdon’t have

sprinklers. For somecrops, such asblackeyes, there
just arenot any post-emergenceherbicides
registeredfor use. For other crops, until the
development of Roundup-Ready varieties, the
selection of post-emergence herbicideswasnot
wideenough to depend onthem alonefor weed
protection. A third reasonthat conservationtillageis
not widespread hereisthat speciaized equipmentis
often needed because of increased cropresidue
when planting. Despitethesedrawbacks, thereis
increasinginterestinconservationtillageinthestate.
A few TulareCounty growershaveeventried
planting corndirectly intowinter foragestubbleand
weresuccessful inestablishing astand.

Benefitsof conservationtillagearereducedtractor
use, reduced | abor and fuel costsand reducedtime
infield preparation. Other benefits, whicharenot so
easy to measure, quantify and put on aledger shest,
mightincludeincreased soil organic matter, better
soil tilth, and reduced dust emissions. Increasesin
soil organic matter andtilth could hel pwith
improvedwater infiltrationandwater holding
capacity. Ontheother hand, thereare concerns
about thebuild-up of soil compaction after afew
yearsof reducedtillageand questionsif root
diseaseswill becomemoreprevalent.

Itisdifficulttodoconservationtillageresearchon
commercia farmsbecausespecia equipmentis
needed, severa yearsareneededtolook at long
term effects, and changing oneaspect of
management oftenrequireschangesin cultivation,
irrigation, or harvest methods. Thereforemost work
hasbeendoneonfieldstationsor inrelatively few
placeswhereagrower isjustreally interestedin
exploring and devel oping methodsthat work with
his’her management and conditions.
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For thoseinterestedinreducedtillage, youwill not
wanttomissConservation Tillage2001, a
conservationtillageconference/fieldday on
Tuesday, June 26, 2001, at theU.C. Westside
Research and Extension Center near FivePointsin
Fresno County. (Thesameinformationwill be
repeatedin Davison Thursday, June28if youcan't
makethe 26" meseting). Conservationtillage
equipment will bedemonstrated, producerswho
havetried conservationtillagewill bepresent, and
research updateswill providetheopportunity to
learn about conservationtillageapproachesbeing
evaluatedinCalifornia. Pleaseseethe
announcement at theend of thisnewd etter for more
detailsandregistrationinformation.

Saving Money on Nitrogen
Fertilizer

If youusedairy lagoonwater for irrigation, you can
buy lessnitrogenfertilizer (and potassumand
phosphorusaswell). Thepriceof nitrogenfertilizers
hasincreased thispast year withtheincreaseinthe
cost of natural gas(natural gasisusedto produce
nitrogenfertilizers). Withthecost of fuel andwater
(or at least the cost of power for obtaining
groundwater) asoincreasing, theval ueof nitrogen
containedindairy lagoonsbecomeseven more
apparent.

A basicchallengewithusingdairy lagoonnitrogenis
knowing how much nitrogenisbeing applied. In
many cases, applyingitusing“ standard operating
procedures’ resultsintoo much at thewrongtimeor
not enoughwhenitisreally needed. Todetermine
theamount of nitrogen being applied, 3thingshave
to beknown:

1) concentration of nitrogeninthelagoonwater (this
will benitrogenintheammoniumformandthe
organicform),

2) theamount of lagoonwater usedintheirrigation
(determined either by aflow meter - theeasy and
most accurateway, or pond drop, or pump output),
and

3) thenumber of acresirrigated.

Flow metersfor lagoon water aredifferent from
propeller meterscommonly used for measuring
irrigationwater. With somemodifications, suchas
installation of aflow meter and avalvetoregulate
flow, lagoonwater nitrogen can bemanagedto
match thenitrogen application rateswith crop
nitrogendemand. Evenwithout controllingthe
nitrogenrate, itisnecessary to know what was
appliedinorder to cut back or completely eliminate
additional commercia fertilizer with confidencethat
yieldswon'’t bereduced. Pond drop and pump
output requiremuch moremanagement timefor
figuringtheamount of lagoonwater usedinan
applicationandwill not beasaccurateasflow
meters. (For moreinformation onthetypesof flow
metersused for lagoonwater, pleasegivemea
cdl).

Just how concentratedisnitrogeninlagoonwater?
Unfortunately thereisn’t onevaluethat istruefor all
lagoonsor eventruefor thesamelagoon over the
courseof ayear. Inasurvey of anumber of
dairiesin Stanidausand Tularecounties, anmonium
nitrogen ranged fromalow of 47 ppmtoahigh of
1085 ppm. Partsper million (ppm) x .226 =thelbs
of nitrogen per acre-in of water sointhesesamples
thenitrogen ranged fromabit over 101bsN/acre-in
toover 245 |bs/acre-in. Morecommon rangeswere
from 200 to 400 ppm (45 - 90 Ibs N per acre-
inch). A laboratory analysisor arecently
developed “ quick test” can determinethe
ammonium nitrogen concentration and estimatethe
organicnitrogenleve.

Asanexampleof how tofigureout thenitrogen
appliedinanirrigationinwhichlagoonwater was
mixedwithfreshwater, let’ sstart withthequick test
that woul d determinethe concentration of nitrogen.
If thequi ck test showed theammonium nitrogen
wasat 328 ppm and the organic nitrogen wasat 85
ppmwecan calculate:

226X 328 =74 |bsnitrogen/acre-inchfrom
ammoniumwhichisimmediately avail abletoplants,
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and

226 x 85=191bsN intheorganicform per acre-
inchof water (organicnitrogenwill become
availableto plantsastheorganic matter
decomposes)

Thenthetota volumeof lagoonwater usedinthe
irrigationwas 2,579,630 gallons(measured witha
flow meter) and, findly if thefieldwas38acres,
thenwecan calculatethat 2, 579,630 gallons/38
acres=67,885gallons/acre

and, 67,885 gallons/27154 gallongacre-in=2.5
acre-inof lagoonwater per acre
2.5acre-inchesx 74 1b N/acre-in= 185 |bsN per

acreof immediately availablenitrogenwasapplied,
and

2.5acre-inx 191b N/acre-in=471bs/N fromthe
organicformwasapplied whichwould become
availableovertime.

Whentimedwithwhenthecrop needsnitrogen,
lagoonwater in many casesmay beableto provide
all that isnecessary. But toknow that for sure, the
lagoonwater needsto beanayzed and theamount
applied needsto bemeasured. | havethe
instrumentstodothe“quick test”. Pleasegivemea
call if youwouldliketo haveyour pond water
andyzed.

Sabbatical Leave -
Steve Wright

| amtakingasabbatical leavebeginningMay 22,
2001. I will bevisitingresearch scientistsand
growersinother statesand countries. | ook
forwardtoreturning at theend of February 2002
withsomenew skillsandideas.

Pleasecontact thefollowing peopleif youhave

any questionsduring my absence.

B Cottonor Agronomy, call BruceRoberts
at 559/582-3211ext 2742

B Weedcontrol or Small Grain, call Ron
Vargasat 559/675-7879ext 212

B Winter Forage, call Carol Frateat 559/
685-3309ext 214

B On-GoingResearch, call LaloBanuelos
at 559/685-3309ext 234

SteveWright, Farm Advisor

New Phone Number and
System

Thosewho havetried our new phonenumber
havediscovered wenow haveamoremodern,
but lesspersonal, phonesystem. Whenyouget
theautomated system, if you want to speak toa
person presszero. Toleavevoicemail for me,
useextension214.

Weareshort two secretariesand leaving
messagesonvoicemail, instead of havinga
secretary takethemessage, will helpout our
front office staff. | can accessvoice mail
messagesfrom other phonesso| can return your
call evenif | don't stop by the office at theend of
theday.

Open House

1-3 p.m., Friday, June 29, 2001

By now all of you probably know the Cooperative Extension office(and the Ag Commissioner'soffice) are
now locatedon S. LaspinaSt. in Tulareacrossfromthelnternational Agri-Center office. All of youare
invitedtoan OpenHouseon Friday, June29th, totour thenew building and have somerefreshments.

Carol Frate, Farm Advisor
(559) 685-3309 ext. 214

Field Crop Notes (June 2001)



