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Contour Farming 

Contour farming is farming with row 
patterns that run nearly level around the hill -- not up and down the hill. 

Contour stripcropping is crop rotation and contouring combined in equal-
width strips of corn or soybeans planted on the contour and alternated with 
strips of oats, grasses, or legumes. 

Contour farming, the practice of tilling sloped land along lines of 
consistent elevation in order to conserve rainwater and to reduce soil losses 
from surface erosion. These objectives are achieved by means of furrows, 
crop rows, and wheel tracks across slopes, all of which act as reservoirs to 
catch and retain rainwater, thus permitting increased infiltration and 
more uniform distribution of the water. 
 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/tillage
https://www.britannica.com/science/soil
https://www.britannica.com/science/erosion-geology
https://www.britannica.com/topic/uniform-distribution-statistics


 

 

 

contour farming; strip cropping Contour farming and strip cropping on 

sloping farmland. 

 

Contour farming has been practiced for centuries in parts of the world 

where irrigation farming is important. Although in the United States the 
technique was first practiced at the turn of the 19th century, straight-line 

planting in rows parallel to field boundaries and regardless of slopes long 

remained the prevalent method. Efforts by the U.S. Soil Conservation 

Service to promote contouring in the 1930s as an essential part of erosion 

control eventually led to its widespread adoption. 

How Contour Farming helps... 

• Contouring can reduce soil erosion by as much as 50% from up and down 
hill farming 

• By reducing sediment and runoff, and increasing water infiltration, 
contouring promotes better water quality 

Benefits of Contour Farming 

• Soil Erosion 

• Water Quality 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/Contour
https://www.britannica.com/topic/agriculture
https://www.britannica.com/technology/irrigation
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/contouring
https://cdn.britannica.com/78/143478-050-1B2B951C/Contour-farming-strip-farmland.jpg


 

 

How Contour Stripcropping helps... 

1. Contour stripcropping reduces soil 
erosion and protects water quality 

2. contour stripcropping may help reduce 
fertilizer costs by providing nutrient 
inputs naturally 

Benefits of Contour Stripcropping 

1. Profits 

2. Soil Erosion 

3. Water Quality 

4. Wildlife 

Planning 

1. Longer, steeper slopes may require stripcropping rather than just 
contour farming. 

2. Irregular slopes may require more than one key contour line. 

3. Row crop strips need to be roughly the same width as hay or small 
grains; consider how many acres of row crops you need. Remember, 
hay strips will rotate to row crops over time. 

4. Rotating strips from corn to legumes allows corn to use the nitrogen 
added to the soil by the legumes. 

5. Consider whether herbicide carryover will be a problem. 

6. Replace end rows with grass or legumes, which will reduce erosion and 
make it easier to turn equipment. 

7. Use grass waterways where runoff is concentrated. 

8. Strip width will depend on slope, equipment and management. 

Maintenance 

1. Keep strip widths consistent from year to year. 

2. In contour farming, establish a narrow, permanent strip of grass along 
each key contour line to avoid having to lay out new key lines every 
year. 
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