
The pros and cons of various mechanical management practices to harvest or manage unharvested crops. 

 
 

Pros Cons 

Combine  - Allows for seed or crop residue collection and/or 
distribution. 

- Difficulty managing crop with high moisture. 

- Can manage a standing crop, tall stubble or a 
swathed crop. 

- May have difficulty picking up swaths, cutting a 
flattened crop or stubble. 

- Can be the best way to get the maximum value from 
the unharvested crop. 

- May be better to swath instead of straight combining 
to reduce the risk of equipment damage, so an 
additional operation is required. 

- Minimizes volunteers in subsequent crop. - High operating cost; fuel, operating, depreciation 
and machine wear and tear. 

- Readily available. - Ground will need to be frozen or dry to avoid soil 
rutting. 

Baling and Bale 

Silage 

- Most types of unharvested crop (standing or swathed) 
can be managed. 

- Spoilage is a risk if baled at higher moisture. 

- Once baled, crop residue can easily be handled or 
removed from field, used or dealt with later. 

- Difficult to dispose of spoiled bales. 

- Silage baler can manage high moisture crop residue. - Silage bales require extra management and 
monitoring before and after baling. 

- Once collected the material can have many uses and 
potential revenue. 

- Bale wrapping (silage) adds to cost. 

- Cheaper operating costs, than combining or 
chopping. 

- Bale wrappers are not readily available. 

- Equipment is not as heavy as a combine; less impact 
on wet soil. 

 

- Minimizes volunteers in subsequent crop. 
 

- Readily available. -  

Grazing - Low cost. - Field needs to be fenced and a water source needs 
to be available. 

- Grazing-type leases are often in demand seasonally 
amongst cattle producers.  

- Increases time management as animals need to be 
managed. 

- Reduces time management; the animals do the 
harvesting. 

- Risk to livestock; ingesting contaminated/spoiled 
fungus infected feed and forage. Higher risk of 
mycotoxin ingestion. 



- Other direct values such as manure/nutrients and 
possible revenue from feeding. 

- Applicability of this option depends on crop type. 

 
- Animals can cause compaction in wet soils. 
- Even relatively mild pugging in soft spring soils could 

potentially create seed-bed issues that not all drills will 
manage well. May require tillage or at least heavy harrow 
to manage.  

- Volunteer and weeds in subsequent crop.  
- Cereal crops residue can be deficient in calcium and 

magnesium which can cause downer cows or milk 
fever.  

- Nutrient management for the cattle needs to be 
considered. High energy grain with low energy 
straw, supplement and manage grazing so the 
animals don’t experience grain overload, bloat or 
acidosis. 

Mowing - Smaller horsepower tractors can be used. - Not effective in high moisture residue. 

- Can cut/chop most crop residue types. - Will not widely distribute crop residue; multiple 
passes may be required. 

- Lower operating cost; fuel, machine wear and 
depreciation. 

- Less effective in swathed crop than an un-swathed 
crop. 

- Readily available. - Volunteer plants and weeds in subsequent crop. 
- This process can be tedious and slow depending on 

equipment and size of un-harvested area. 

Forage Chopper 

for Residue 

Spreading  

- Most all types of crop can be managed. - High cost if collected product has no value or use. 
More difficult to dispose of later. 

- Can manage a high moisture crop residue if just 
spreading. 

- Equipment is not readily available. 

- Crop residue can easily be handled and removed 
from field and dealt with later. 

- High operating cost; fuel, machine wear and 
depreciation. 

- Chopped feed/forage crop results in higher palatability 
and if supplement is added, can be a high value 
product. 

- Moderately heavy equipment; ground will need to be 
frozen or dry to avoid soil rutting. 



- Very aggressive; can widely spread and distribute 
chopped material over field. 

- If crop is chopped and just spread in the field, issue 
with volunteer plants and weeds in subsequent crop. 

- If crop is chopped and removed from field, reduced 
volunteers in subsequent crop 

 

Residue Stacking - Many different methods to stack residue; collect straw 
and chaff directly from combine, forage chopper to cut 
and blow windrows into stacker, pull-type pick-up and 
wagon. 

- Crop residue spoilage if stacked at higher moisture; 
heating 

- Most all types of crop residue, standing or swathed 
can be managed. 

- More difficult to dispose of spoiled residue later. 

- Crop residue stacks can be used as livestock feed 
and forage on field location; can be strategically 
placed. 

- Could result in higher costs; depends on type of 
equipment and availability. 

- Crop residue can easily be handled and removed 
from field and dealt with later. 

- Can be labour intensive if collected. 

- If crop residue is removed from field, less volunteers 
in subsequent crop.  

 

Conventional 

Tillage (Disc & 

cultivator) 

- Cuts, breaks and incorporates crop and residue. - Soil conditions must be dry. 

- Disc can handle more residue than a cultivator. - May require multiple passes to manage unharvested 
crop 

- Dissipates and spreads crop material. - Soil and stubble disturbance; reduces soil structure, 
quality and cover. 

- Many types of tillage tools available. Match the proper 
tool to field and crop conditions. 

- Releases greenhouse gases. 

- Moderate operating cost; fuel, machine wear and 
depreciation. 

- Not always effective in heavy ground cover such as 
unharvested swaths. 

- Readily available. - The carbon offset market does not allow tillage 
practices (max. 10% of cropped area in the field) 
and will not pay offset dollars to producers if they till; 
carbon credits will be lost for that year on that field. 

 
- Volunteer plants and weeds in subsequent crop. 

 
- Can cause compaction in wet conditions. 



Vertical Tillage, 

Multi-tool and 

Other Specialized 

Tillage & Residue 

Management 

Equipment 

- Cuts, breaks and incorporates crop and residue. - May require multiple passes. 

- Dissipates and spreads crop material. - Soil and stubble disturbance; reduces soil structure, 
quality and cover. 

- Many types of tillage tools. Match the proper tool to 
the field and crop conditions. 

- Results in release of greenhouse gasses. 

- Moderate operating cost; fuel, machine wear and 
depreciation. 

- Not effective for swathed crops. Research the proper 
tool before use. 

- Readily available. - Has limitations in heavy crop residue situations. 

- Vertical tillage tools operate best at high speed; quick 
area coverage. 

- Requires higher horsepower than conventional 
tillage equipment.  

- The carbon offset market does not allow tillage 
practices (max. 10% of cropped area in the field) 
and will not pay offset dollars to producers if they till; 
carbon credits will be lost for that year on that field. 

 
- Volunteer plants in subsequent crop. 

Harrowing   

(Note that harrowing 

in a swathed or un-

swathed crop can 

have limited 

effectiveness. This 

tactic may be more 

useful as a secondary 

operation following an 

initial management 

option.) 

- Dissipates and spreads residue piles. - May require multiple passes. 

- Many types of harrowing tools. Match the proper tool 
to the field and crop conditions. 

- Soil surface and stubble disturbance; reduces topsoil 
structure, quality and cover. 

- Low soil disturbance. - Not all harrow types will work in high residue 
situations. 

- Can operate at high speed; quick area coverage. - Limited effectiveness in un-swathed or swathed 
crop. 

- Can be operated with low horsepower depending on 
tool type and crop residue. 

- Some equipment and residue situations may require 
high horsepower. 

- Low operating cost; fuel, machine wear and 
depreciation. 

- Volunteer plants and weeds in subsequent crop. 

- Readily available. 
 

 


