Field Windbreaks

Field windbreaks can increase the farm’s bottom line.   Studies show that crop production is consistently 6 to 44 percent greater in wind-sheltered areas.  These studies take into account the land used by the field windbreak and the crop loss next to the windbreak.  Crop yields are lowered by hot; gusty winds and blowing soil.  Moisture conservation is much greater when field windbreaks are used in conjunction with conservation or mulch tillage, especially on lighter soils. 

Planting windbreaks is a part of the "Plant a Million" project, an exciting new campaign of the ten soil and water conservation districts in central Indiana.  This project, cosponsored by the Hoosier Heartland Resource Conservation and Development Council, has as its primary goal to help people understand the importance of trees and their care as well as to plant a million mostly native trees and shrubs over the next ten years.  Mrs. Judy O’Bannon and Senator Richard strongly endorse this effort and are serving as the Plant a Million Campaign’s honorary co-chairs.

Windbreaks prevent damage to field crops such as blowing away of seed, sandblasting, and lodging of young plants or damage from winterkill and drought.  A major benefit of field windbreaks in lighter soil is erosion control.  Fine soil particles are easily moved by wind.  Often the soil particles that are moved by wind contain 10 to 20 times as much humus and phosphate as the heavier particles that stay on the field.  Wind erosion begins when the wind reaches 13 miles per hour one foot above the soil surface.  When the wind speed is 30 MPH, a field windbreak will reduce the speed to less that 10-MPH downwind from the windbreak.    

Orchards and vineyards need shelter against high winds, especially during pollination and when the fruit is ripening.  In unprotected orchards, high winds can blow fruit off the trees, bruising and scarring it.   Windbreaks also help orchard operators in many other ways.  Behind a windbreak, fruit trees can be sprayed, dusted and pruned more easily.  Honeybees and other pollinating insects are more effective when sheltered against wind.  As with other crops, earlier fruit maturity can be achieved when the orchard is protected from cold winds

Field windbreaks provide valuable cover and nesting areas for upland game and songbirds.  In the summer, windbreaks provide homes for important insect eating birds close to the cropland.  Birds living in a one half-mile long field windbreak have been found to eat 260 pounds of insects during the year.  To be of greatest benefit to wildlife, the windbreak should include at least one row of dense, low growing shrubs or evergreens or both in addition to the taller trees.

A good field windbreak requires good planning as to location, placement in relation to prevailing winds and selection of plant species according to soil type and climatic zone.  The ________________ County Soil and Water Conservation Districts and its cooperating agencies is the place to go for planning and installation help.  Remember the best time to plant a windbreak was twenty years ago but the next best time to start is today.
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