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Harvesting Cotton Stalks 

Every year, the cotton 
harvest in Arizona leaves 
millions of stalks behind 
in the fields. By law, growers 

must either bury or destroy them, but 
soon they may have another option: 
harvest the stalks. 

Wayne Coates, an agricultural 
engineer in the University of Arizona 
College of Agriculture, has tested 
different ways to deal with this crop 
residue more efficiently. With 
funding from the Department of 
Energy, he has developed a simple 
cotton stalk harvester. 

"Our question was, if we harvest 
the stalks, is it possible to get more 
returns from the fields," Coates said. 
"Cotton residue is considered a 
negative value biomass because it 
costs energy to get rid of it." 

During the 1991 and 1992 cotton 
seasons, Coates tried alternate 
methods for harvesting the stalks in 
both Pima and Yuma counties. 

"We finally built a machine called 
a 'puller' that undercuts taproots with 
a blade, pulls the stalks out and lays 
them on the ground," Coates said. 

Two rubber wheels running just 
above the ground pinch the stalks, 
pulling them up in the air. The 
implement currently handles two 
rows at a time, but could handle four 
or six rows with modifications. 

Coates got the idea from profes- 
sional literature and publications 
from Australia, where a similar 
method has been used successfully. 

"Following pulling, you can 
harvest the stalks using commercially 
available equipment," Coates said. 
"Equipment such as a round baler or 
a forage harvester can pick up the 
stalks. Once they harvest all their 
cotton, growers can use their module 
maker to make stalk modules." 

Uses for harvested stalks include 
wood stove pellets and pressed logs, 
or the stalks could be taken to large 
facilities that burn materials in bulk 
form, Coates said. 

"They could be burned as they 
come from the field," he said. "The 
Department of Energy says they're 
going to support follow -on work 
concerning this project, looking for 
the best ways to use the cotton 
stalks." 

"The farmers seem quite interested 
in this whole thing because they see a 
chance to get more return for their 
acreage," Coates said. 

Yet, until a manufacturer shows 
interest in building the puller, it will 
not be available to the general public. 

Coates has incorporated the puller 
into a larger research program devoted 
to reducing dust emitted from cotton 
tillage implements. He is comparing 
both different sequences of operations, 
and different types of equipment to 
streamline the number of trips growers 
make across their fields. 

f 
Contact Dr. Wayne Coates at the 
Bioresources Research Facility, 
250 E. Valencia Rd., Tucson, AZ 
85706, or call (602) 741 -0840. 
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