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As the sun sets earlier each day, we are reminded that Winter is 
quickly approaching.  Although last Winter was relatively mild, 
Somerset County farms can typically expect some severe weather.  
These Winter storm events create some really big challenges for the 
task of manure handling.    
 
Sometimes the difference between an inconvenience and a catastrophe 
is having a plan.  For example, most dairy farms have a plan for 
situations when power is lost shortly before milking time.  It may 
not be fun or easy but there is a plan.  Similarly, it is important 
to have a plan to deal with the manure management obstacles that 
winter may throw in our way.    
 
FIELDS FOR WINTER APPLICATION   
Where can I apply manure in the Winter?  According to the Manure 
Management Manual, fields must meet the following conditions to be 
eligible for winter manure application:   
 -the field slope must be less than 15%   
 -the field must have a minimum of 25% crop residue or cover crop   
Last and certainly not least, a field must have good access during 
winter conditions to be considered feasible.   
 
Fields that meet these requirements should be identified and reserved 
for winter spreading.  In order to avoid over application of 
nutrients, manure should not be applied to these fields when other 
options are available.   
 
Perhaps the more important question is:  Where can't I spread manure 
during the winter.  Fields that do not meet all of the above 
requirements would be in this category.  Also, there are probably 
some fields which are not accessible during winter and more fields 
become unavailable after storm events.  These fields should be 
utilized for fall spreading or as long as weather conditions permit.   
 
One goal of a manure management plan is to get the best use of manure 
nutrients.  Identifying where and when manure will be applied is part 
of a good plan.   
 
MANURE STACKING AREAS   
Sometimes winter weather makes field application of manure completely 
impractical.  Even the fields that were 'saved for winter' are not 
accessible.  If manure has sufficient solids that it can be stacked 
at least 4 FT high, it can be placed on a temporary stockpile.   
 
Where should the stacking area be located?  Obviously, access is 
important especially since it is already limited.  However, the 
location with the easiest access may not be the best location from an 
environmental point.  All manure stockpiles must be at least 100 FT 
from any wells, springs, or surface water.  To avoid problems from 
runoff, the stacking area should be located near the top of a hill.  
The manure stack must be on an area with less than 8% slope.   
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If the manure will be stockpiled for more than 120 days before 
application, it must be covered with a tarp or other water repellant 
material.   
 
When field application is not feasible, temporary manure stockpiling 
is an option.  Choosing a good site and knowing how this manure will 
be handled is part of a good plan.   
 
MANURE STORAGE SAFETY   
In September, an incident occurred near Danville, PA, that reminds us 
just how close tragedy can be.  A farmer began agitating manure in a 
storage tank to prepare for pumping out.  Two young boys playing near 
the tank were overcome by manure gases and soon became unconscious.  
An ambulance transported them to a hospital, and fortunately both 
boys recovered.   
 
This dairy farm used gypsum, which is composed of calcium sulfate, 
for bedding.  It is speculated that the gypsum may have combined with 
the liquid manure in the tank to produce a higher level of hydrogen 
sulfide which is a deadly gas.  This subject will need to be studied 
further.  In the meantime farmers are urged to be extra cautious when 
agitating and pumping manure.   
 
Because of the potential for accidents, farms with manure storages 
need to have a safety plan.  Some minimum guidelines include:   

Non-essential workers and other people should stay away from the 
area during agitation and pump out.   
No one should work alone near the storage facility.   
A reliable communication device should be easily accessible and all 
workers should know the emergency contacts.   
Rescue equipment to handle incidents such as lack of air, falling 
into liquid, and injuries, should be available near the manure 
storage and kept in good working condition.   

 
Winter will come and it will certainly bring many challenges for 
manure handling systems.  Obstacles are inevitable.  By taking some 
time now to plan for such situations, hopefully these obstacles will 
be inconveniences and not catastrophes.   
 
If you want to discuss this subject in more detail or discuss a 
specific situation on your operation, please contact me.   
 
Don Williams   
Agriculture Technician   
Somerset Conservation District   
ph:  814-445-4652  ext 5   
e-mail:  don-scd@wpia.net   
 
(To learn more about the Somerset Conservation District visit:  www.somersetcd.org  ) 

http://www.somersetcd.org/

