The Roller/Crimper Revolution
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To reduce passes through the field, roller/crimpers can be mounted on the front of a tractor that’s pulling planters on the back.
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No-till and reduced-till farming can be great ways to eliminate weeds, conserve soil moisture, prevent erosion, protect soil organisms, and provide habitat for spiders (insect predators) and beetles (insect and weed-seed predators). Conventional no-till systems rely heavily on the use of herbicides to kill cover crops that might compete with the following crop.

Roller/crimpers are relatively new mechanical tools that can help growers reduce or eliminate their herbicide use. These implements kill cover crops by crushing the plant stems. The killed cover crop becomes a protective mulch for the following crop.

For the operation to be effective, timing is very important. Crimping must be done when the crop is most susceptible, usually when it is heading out or beginning to flower.

	New roller/crimper designs use chevron-shaped crimper blades to reduce vibration and maximize pressure on covercrop stems. Rollers can be filled with water to increase their weight. The blades are blunt because sharp edges would cut into the soil and increase weed germination.
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The Rodale Institute is credited with building the first roller/crimper in the United States in 2002. Since then, innovative producers and researchers across the country have come up with many different styles of roller/crimpers. Some systems reduce passes through the field by mounting the roller/crimper on the front of the tractor and pulling a planter behind. See the ATTRA website for more information on which designs work best in various conditions. 

Rodale Institute’s No-Till Revolution website (http://www.rodaleinstitute.org/no-till_revolution) has photos and articles as well as videos. Rodale’s Roller Crimper Gallery is a collection of photos of cover crop roller/crimper tools.

Michigan State University Roller/Crimper Research is part of the very extensive information on cover crops and weed management (http://www.covercrops.msu.edu/crimper/about.html) from MSU. Contact Dale Mutch, mutch@msu.edu, 1-800-521-2619, at the MSU Kellogg Biological Station Land and Water Program.

USDA-ARS National Soil Dynamics Laboratory Research, Alabama
Researchers Ted Kornecki, Dana Ashford, Wayne Reeves, Andrew Price, and their colleagues have studied various methods of using roller/crimpers to kill cover crops for no-till agriculture. Some of their research reports can be found online.

