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What is contouring? 
Contouring is farming with the row direction going around a hill rather than up and down the hill.  Contour rows run around a slope nearly on the level.  The rows, especially where cultivator ridges are present, form hundreds of small dams to slow runoff water. Contour farming is most effective on slopes between 2 and 10 percent and will be less effective on slopes exceeding 10 percent.  The practice is not well suited to rolling topography having a high degree of slope irregularity because of the difficulty meeting row grade criteria.
Contour farming can reduce soil erosion from water by as much as 50% from up and down hill farming.
A similar practice called cross slope farming is farming with the row direction across major slopes in the field as much as possible.    Cross slope farming is not as effective as contouring but may be used on slopes where contour farming is not practical. 

Applying the practice 
In order to apply the practice, the contour patterns will need to be established in the field.  The first step is to establish a key contour line.  Land that is steep, 
irregular, or where slopes are longer than 250 feet, may require more than one key contour line, resulting in two or more contour patterns in the same field.  


Not establishing more than one contour line where needed will cause the rows above or below the key line to run up and down hill at different points in the field.
The key contour line may not exceed 2 percent or one-half of the up and down hill slope (whichever is less) within the row, except within 150 feet of an outlet, where the grade can be 3 percent.
All tillage and planting operations follow parallel to a key contour line. 

Where curves in contour lines are too sharp to farm, grass strips may be needed for turning.    

Use grassed waterways in areas where runoff concentrates.  Never plant crop rows up and down the side of the waterway.  Where grass waterways are established, contour rows should enter the grass area nearly on the level but with a slight grade downhill to direct the water into the waterway.  
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Use field borders with contouring to prevent planting up and down the slope increasing the likelihood of end row erosion.   Instead, use a grassed field border as a turn row at the ends of your field.  Establish field borders that are wide enough to safely turn farm equipment. 

How to lay out the key contour line 
A hand level or a contour gauge, and wire flags are the only tools needed to lay out contours.  Use the following procedure to lay out contours: 

• Face a helper on level ground.  Look through the hand level and find a spot on the helper that’s the same height as your eye level. 

• Go to the top of the hill or saddle between hills on the slope.  Walk downhill to a point that is slightly above the midpoint of the slope and place a flag in the ground.  Have the helper stand on the flag.
• Walk about 50 feet around the hill.  Turn around and take a few steps up or down the hill as necessary to get a level line of sight on the helper.  Then take a half step down the hill and place a flag in the ground.  The half step off level will provide for row drainage.  Row grade should be at least 0.5 %. 

• The helper should then stand on the newest flag.  Repeat the previous procedure until you reach the field border.  To save flags, the helper could pull every other flag, leaving flags spaced every 100 feet. 

• Return to the beginning point on the slope and repeat the procedure in the opposite direction until you reach the other field border. 

• Follow the key contour with a pickup or tractor to make sure there are no curves too sharp to maneuver with machinery. Make slight adjustments to one or more marker flags if a curve is too tight to be practically traversed with farm equipment.
Maintaining the practice 
To avoid having to lay out a key contour line every year a good idea is to establish a permanent strip of grass along the key contour line. Contour markers may also be field boundaries, a crop row left untilled near or on an original contour baseline or another readily identifiable, continuous lasting marker. 

Farming operations should begin on the key contour line with subsequent passes both up and down the slope in a parallel pattern until patterns meet.  Where field operations begin to converge between two non-parallel key contour lines, establish a correction area that is in sod or an annual close-grown crop. 

In order to maintain grassed waterways, always lift tillage equipment and turn off spraying equipment when crossing waterways. 
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	Purposes (check all that apply)  

	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 To reduce sheet and rill erosion. 

 
	 FORMCHECKBOX 
 To reduce transport of sediment and other water-borne contaminants. 
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	Additional Specifications and Notes:       

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      

	      


The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) prohibits discrimination in all its programs and activities on the basis of race, color, national origin, sex, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, and marital or family status.  (Not all prohibited bases apply to all programs.)  Persons with disabilities who require alternative means for communication of program information (Braille, large print, audiotape, etc.) should contact USDA’s TARGET Center at (202) 720-2600 (voice and TDD).

To file a complaint of discrimination, write USDA, Director, Office of Civil Rights, Room 326W Whitten Building, 1400 Independence Avenue, SW, Washington, DC 20250-9410 or call (202) 720-5964 (voice and TDD).  USDA is an equal opportunity provider and employer.
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