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Manure application is a fast-growing industry, with more farmers looking for alternatives to
commercial fertilizer. Manure is proven to be a balanced nutrient product for farmers. Not
only does it supply nitrogen needs for a crop, but in the same application, it supplies phos‐
phorus and potassium needs as well.  

Dragline application is the most efficient method of manure application for larger sites and
high-volume jobs. Choosing a dragline operation over a manure tank and other application
methods is dependent upon your unique situation at each job. The window of opportunity for
application after harvest and before the ground freezes is a major variable in your decision.
Alternative methods can take longer to complete with fewer gallons applied per hour com‐
pared to dragline, and that efficiency drastically decreases as the distance manure is trans‐
ported increases. The application rate per acre of manure is also a variable to consider when
switching to a dragline operation.

Studies have shown that dragline manure application can be three times more efficient and
profitable compared to other methods, like tanker application. However, dragline systems
can struggle when fields are small, long distances from the site and require less than 3,000
gallons per acre. When you’ve reached the point where you are applying over 20 million gal‐
lons in your operation, the efficiency of dragline outweighs the familiarity of manure tanks.
Custom applicators can create a dragline operation with the greatest efficiencies and return
on their investment by optimizing their engine and hose size.

Choosing a hose size for the best efficiency
The average mainline and drag hose sizes have increased in recent years as applicators are
achieving higher flowrates. When choosing the hose you’ll use for dragline application, the
size in diameter can make a big difference. As you increase in hose diameter, pressure loss
decreases. Inversely, pressure loss increases as you increase flowrate. As you increase your
gallons per minute, your hose should also increase in diameter to prevent pressure loss.

The two main things to consider when looking at increasing your hose diameter are how
many gallons you are intending to apply and how quickly you need to get the job done. These
two considerations take into account the most expensive variables in your operation outside
of equipment cost: labor and fuel consumption. A larger-diameter hose can expand your dis‐
tance between booster pumps. Combining the right hose size with the proper horsepower
can optimize your dragline operation’s efficiencies. Getting the job done faster with larger
hose may cut down on potential labor and fuel costs, and it may also provide more time to
take on more jobs in a season.

If you know your flowrate, a Hazen Williams chart can help visualize the pressure loss asso‐
ciated with hose size. Using the chart in Table 1, we can find the pressure loss in an 8-inch
drag hose pumping at 3,000 gallons per minute. The first step is to find your hose size at the



top of the chart. Then, find your flowrate on the left or right side in gray and follow it across
the row to your hose size. The number found under PSI units will be your pressure loss at
that rate with that hose. In our example, we have 28 PSI of pressure loss when using an 8-
inch hose. However, if you were to move up to 10-inch hose at the same rate, you would have
only 9.5 PSI of pressure loss (Table 2).



Creating a cost-effective equipment plan
A method used to optimize resources and maximize crew efficiency is to implement a base
system that travels to each job site. This base system would consist of the necessary equip‐
ment and hose required to pump manure a set distance from the manure source, such as a
2-mile radius around a lagoon. The base system would have the same standard price for ev‐
ery job, whether it extends the base system’s allotted reach or not, and every mile beyond
that is an additional fee.

Utilizing a base system in your operations allows you to estimate how many of your cus‐
tomers have distances beyond your standard set of equipment. This helps to better assess
the return on investment when deciding if you should put more money into equipment. With
your base system established, you’ll need to plan ahead for each job to allow for the most ef‐
ficient use of time while on-site.

A little math and some extra time planning and training before the season can help custom
applicators not only become more efficient but also more profitable.

Planning the crew for you
With your hose and booster pump plan ready, the next planning process comes down to
crew member assignments. Personnel pay can be a major cost in an operation, but some
teams can get an application job done with as few as three people. For every job, there are
three areas to cover: the site’s manure source, the hose mover and the application injection
vehicle.

The crew member at the source maintains eyes on the agitator and lead pump, and they can
provide support when needed. This area assignment is responsible for ensuring proper agi‐
tation from the source, as well as keeping up with fuel use and obtaining manure samples.
The employee manning the hose mover keeps the operation running smoothly by transition‐
ing the hose for the next set to minimize downtime. This also reduces stress on the hose,
which leads to fewer hose failures and coupler issues.

In the tractor cab, the crew member running the manure applicator ensures the proper
speeds and flowrates for the field. This employee is responsible for applying the manure at
an accurate application rate according to the manure management plan, as well as proper
documentation of information. An automated pump control system will help you maintain
control of pumps on the line and assist in documentation of equipment performance.



End-of-season review
The end of each season is a good time to reflect on the accomplishments and shortfalls of
the season’s operations. In addition to fuel usage and labor costs, business owners should
be tracking their expenses through the season and reviewing changes year over year. Based
on the experience in the field that season, examine what worked well within your operation
structuring and what needs attention. If the numbers aren’t promising at the end of the day,
you’re left with two options: raising rates or becoming a more efficient operation. Before the
next season, take the time to create a plan of action that works for your team based on a bal‐
anced system that optimizes your equipment and hose selections.


