
Indiana's Conservation Tillage Trends
1990-2013
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Deb Fairhurst, ISDA Program Manager

This  GIS an alys is  provid es  a s um m ary of tren d s  as s ociated  w ith the ad option  of n o-till crop prod uction  an d  s oil los s . This  d ata w as  obtain ed  as  a 
res ult of s prin g s urveys  of In d ian a croplan d . In  an  average s ized  In d ian a coun ty, a m in im um  s am ple s ize of 456 crop field s  prod uces  a 95 percen t 
level of con fid en ce. Durin g the years  1990 thru 2013, the q uan tity of coun ties  con d uctin g the s urvey prod uced  valid  s tatew id e res ults .
Con s ervation  tillage is  d efin ed  as  an y tillage s ys tem  leavin g 30 percen t or m ore crop res id ue cover on  the s oil s urface after plan tin g. No-till is  
w ithout q ues tion  the m os t effective con s ervation  practice for red ucin g s oil eros ion  an d  im provin g s oil an d  w ater q uality. The crop res id ue cover an d  
in filtration  rates  as s ociated  w ith n o-till m axim ize the volum e red uction  of agricultural run off an d  con tam in an ts  as s ociated  w ith s ed im en t los s , w hen  
com pared  to other con s ervation  tillage s ys tem s .
The 30 percen t s oil cover that is  achieved  by con s ervation  tillage is  s ign ifican t to red ucin g s oil eros ion  by 50 percen t or m ore com pared  to bare s oil. 
Soil eros ion  an d  run off are con s id ered  by volum e the greates t con tam in an ts  of s urface w ater in  m os t In d ian a w aters hed s . Filter s trips , buffers  an d  
other con s ervation  practices  or s tructures  alon e can n ot ad eq uately protect s oil from  s oil eros ion . Nor can  they red uce agriculture run off an d  m axim ize 
their efficien cy for im provin g w ater q uality w ithout the com plem en t of con s ervation  tillage.
More than  on e-half of In d ian a’s  lan d s cape is  us ed  to grow  an n ual crops . The us e of con s ervation  tillage on  this  croplan d  is  vital to m ain tain in g the 
lon g-term  prod uctivity of the s oil, as  w ell as  im provin g s urface w ater q uality. Farm ers  ben efit from  con s ervation  tillage through red uced  prod uction  
cos ts  an d  therefore have the poten tial for in creas ed  profit m argin s . Both farm  an d  n on -farm  res id en ts  ben efit from  con s ervation  tillage through 
clean er s urface w ater for d rin kin g, recreation  an d  other us es . Wild life als o ben efit from  the red uced  run off, clean er w ater an d  the habitat provid ed  
through crop res id ue, food  an d  cover, particularly in  n o-till field s . 
Sin ce 1990, the overw helm in g ad option  of con s ervation  tillage has  res ulted  in  the accom plis hm en t of 75 percen t of the s tate los in g s oil at or below  
"T" (the tolerable level of s oil los s ). For m os t In d ian a s oils , "T" is  three to five ton s  per year an d  is  an  approxim ate rate that n ew  s oil can  be form ed . 
This  rate of s oil los s  m ay s till pres en t off-s ite w ater q uality con cern s  s in ce even  2-3 ton s  of s ed im en t can  con tain  a s ign ifican t load  of n utrien ts , 
pes ticid es  an d /or pathogen s . While s oil con s ervation  has  com e a lon g w ay in  In d ian a, there con tin ues  to be m ore than  3 m illion  acres  los in g s oil at a 
rate fas ter than  "T", as  w ell as  m an y ad d ition al field s  w ith s pecial res ource con cern s  in  n eed  of con s ervation  tillage an d  other eros ion  con trol practices .
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