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Profit vs. Yield Maximization

Source: Anthony Bly, SDSU Extension



Examples of PCM data demonstrating that 
highest yields don’t always equate to highest profits



Reducing Costs and Risks



Nitrogen Rate and Timing Study
Research Questions:

• Do farmers who follow the MRTN have higher yield 
or profits than farmers who do not?

• Which nitrogen timing results in the
 highest yield and returns?

Data:

• 68% of fields in the dataset receive a 
nitrogen application above the MRTN profitable range.
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Takeaways
•Results suggest that applying above the MRTN 

increases yield but does not increase returns 
compared to applying at the MRTN

•The 50% pre-plant/50% post-plant benchmark has 
7 bu/acre higher yield compared to fall nitrogen 

•Farmers could shift away from fall nitrogen 
and maintain the same level of profitability
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MRTN Adoption Study
What are the observed factors associated 
with the adoption of the MRTN in Illinois? 

Results:
Extension strategies should target farmers that 
you would think based on their characteristics 
should be using the MRTN but are not
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Takeaways
•Increases Likelihood of Adopting MRTN: 

⁃Cover crops

⁃Enrollment in an NRCS program

⁃Use of strip-till or no-till

•Decreases Likelihood of Adopting MRTN: 

⁃Custom application
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N Fertilizer Rates: MRTNs, 2015-2022
in lbs. of actual N/acre

Year

MRTN,

Corn Following 

Soybeans¹

Profitable 

Nitrogen Range, 

Corn Following 

Soybeans

PCM Most Profitable 

N Rate Range (lb N/a)

Net Return at PCM 

Most Profitable 

Range ($/a)

2016 168 154 – 184 151-175, 176-200 $279

2017 172 158 – 189 <150 (131) $273

2018 176 161 – 193 151-175 (168) $377

2019 173 158 – 189 151-175 (167) $273

2020 184 169 – 200 151-175(165) $327

2021 194 179 – 210 <150 (116) $767

2022 165 155 – 176 151-175 (163) $806

2023 182 171-194 <150 (133) $351



N Fertilizer Rates 
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Reducing Direct Costs
N fertilizer is a 
“low hanging fruit”

• Apply N at the 
University MRTN rate

• Apply more 
in-season than in fall



Reducing Direct Costs
Lesson: In profitable years, N timing is less impactful on net 
returns. In lean years, in-season N application is more profitable.



Reducing Direct Costs, N Fertilizer Costs
N fertilizer is a “low hanging fruit”
Move toward in-season application during tight-margin years



Reducing Power Costs
•Combine trips 

across the field

•Reduce tillage 

⁃High SPR

⁃ Low SPR – corn is 
straightforward 
vs. nuance of 
soybean yields
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Reducing Risks
•Chances of low yields 

did not increase with 
cover crops

•But it still increases 
your costs

•Might not be the year to 
start with cover crops 



Data
•Conventional, non-manured soybean fields 

from 2015-2022

•Data represents 370 farmers, 3,074 fields, 
and 5,292 field observations

•Research question: 
How do tillage and cover crops 
affect yield and profit?



Tillage and Cover Crop Benchmarks

Tillage

• No-Till

• Strip-Till

• One-Pass Tillage

• Two-Pass Tillage

• Three or More Pass Tillage

Cover Crops

• Cover Crop

• No Cover Crop



Results
• No-Till systems reduce yield by 1 bu/acre, 

but do not reduce profit

• Three-pass tillage systems are $27/acre less profitable 
than one-pass tillage systems

• Cover crops do not affect yield 
and decrease profit by $40/acre

• Farmers can do any tillage system besides 
three or more passes of tillage and 
be equally as profitable



Finding Additional Revenue Streams



Cost-Share Incentives

Earn up to $60 per acre through PCM & partner incentives! 



Stacking Payments
Stacking conservation incentives 
is possible but can be complicated. 

Your PCM Specialist can show you the best options for your farm!

The basics

Federal/State Funding: You cannot be paid twice for the same practice 
on the same acre. You are contracted by practice.

Carbon Credits: You cannot sell a carbon credit or receive a 
carbon intensity premium twice from the same acre, no matter the practice.

Climate-Smart Commodities Programs: 
You cannot be enrolled in two of these programs at the same time.



How Can PCM Help You?

1. Get a better understanding of your farm financials 
and a pathway to profitable conservation farming. 
This service is free to farmers in PCM regions.

2. After we benchmark your operation, we can provide you with 
conservation funding from our partners. We can even provide 
incentives for previous use of cover crops and no-till.

3. PCM Specialists help you to understand conservation program options. 
Our staff has expertise in most IL, KY, and NE conservation programs. 

Whether you receive funding through PCM or someone else, 
our goal is to get conservation on the ground. You have nothing to lose!



We all need a little help sometimes…

University of Illinois Extension
 Voucher for Mental Health Services

Southern IL University
  Farm Family Resource Initiative

1-833-FARM-SOS
1-833-327-6767



What we’re 
optimistic about…



What we’re 
optimistic about…



Sponsors



Educational Partners

Department of 
Agricultural & 
Consumer Economics



. i l l inois.edu

Connect with us
YouTube.com/@farmdoc
x.com/farmdocDaily
facebook.com/farmdoc
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