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Risk of Overwintering Corn and Soybean in the Field 

Harvest delays can occur for several reasons such as, late planting, 
unfavorable weather during the growing and harvest season, or 

equipment issues.  

Late Fall or Spring Harvest 

Assessing your corn crop now is a good first step toward helping you 

make the decision when to harvest. Assessments to make include: 

• Stalk strength. 

• Ear health. 

• Insect damage. 

• Ear shank attachment.  

Fields with good stalk strength and a soundly attached ear might be 
good candidates field for delayed harvest. A crop that has weak plant 
integrity now is at the greatest risk of crop losses if harvest is delayed. 
In addition to reduce yield potential, the risk for volunteer corn 

increases with reduced plant integrity.  

Some of the factors that play into the success of overwintering are out of our control, like wildlife damage and weather 
(Figure 1, left). A Wisconsin study indicates that regardless of year, heavy snow cover can be a major problem (Table 
1). If a corn grower is seriously considering leaving corn stand through winter, the most important question that needs 
answered is, “Will the revenue lost by winter crop damage be less than the cost of drying this fall?” If the value of corn 
loss over winter from ear drop, disease, or animal feeding is more than the drying cost, then fall harvest would be 

advantageous (Table 2). 

Very little yield loss information is available for soybean 
fields left through the winter months; however, the 
potential for yield loss is likely to increase. Heavy snow 
can cause soybean plats to lodge or break off and become 
difficult to harvest (Figure 1, right). During melting cycles, 
pods can become wet and break open when seeds 
enlarge because of increased moisture content. Exposed 
seeds can fall to the ground, lose quality, or become food 
for foraging wildlife. High plant populations and soybean 
products with marginal standability characteristics may 

have a negative impact on winter-time standability. 
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Due to early heavy snowfalls in many areas, farmers are having to make the decision 
to harvest this fall or delay until spring. Assessing your corn now can help you make 
the decision of whether your crop is a candidate for overwintering. Some of the 
factors that play into the success of overwintering are out of the growers control, 

such as wildlife and weather damage. 

Table 1. Average percent corn yield loss for 2000 and 2001 

when left in the field through winter (Arlington, Wisconsin)1 

Year and Mean 
Harvest Month  

Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr 

2000* 0 45 58 59 65 38 

 2001** 5 5 9 18 7 10 

Mean 3 22 32 37 32 24 

*Considerable stalk lodging occurred in 2000 with heavy snow cover; **Stalk lodging in 2001 
was marginal because of little snow cover.  

Figure 1. Early-fall snow can cause harvesting problems as 
it surrounds corn stalks (left) and matts down soybean 
plants (right).  
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The risk of experiencing seed damage from disease such as Diaporthe (pod and stem blight) is also increased 

with delayed harvest.3 

Harvest Consideration 

When the decision to head into the field to finish harvest is made, there are some factors to consider.1 

• Is the soil thawed enough to drive on but not thawed so much that you will tear up the field and potentially 

cause soil compaction? 

• Is there any snow or moisture on the plants, and if so, what is the air temperature? While a combine can thresh 
wet or frozen corn, the combination of plant moisture and air temps (between 27 °F and 35 °F) can create a 

evaporative cooling effect and create some problems with cleaning. 

• Is the corn still standing? Will more go down if you wait? If stalk lodged corn is a problem, waiting until the 

stalks are dry will reduce feeding problems into the combine. 

• How much additional field loss with occur if you wait? 

• If the corn is not dry, do you have a place to take the wet corn, or a have access to a dryer to reduce the 

moisture to a safe level for storage? 

• Potential for volunteer corn in the following crop. 

• Potential damage to equipment if harvesting through snow and wet fields. 

• Will waiting cause delays with next year’s crop? 
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Table 2. Breakeven point between total drying cost versus field loss during winter field drying2 

Percent Yield Loss Through Winter 

Corn Price ($/bu) 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 

Breakeven Drying Cost ($/bu) 

3.00 0.15 0.30 0.45 0.60 0.75 0.90 1.05 1.20 

3.25 0.16 0.33 0.49 0.65 0.81 0.98 1.14 1.30 

3.50 0.18 0.35 0.53 0.70 0.88 1.05 1.23 1.40 

3.75 0.19 0.38 0.56 0.75 0.94 1.13 1.31 1.50 

4.00 0.20 0.40 0.60 0.80 1.00 1.20 1.40 1.60 

4.25 0.21 0.43 0.64 0.85 1.06 1.28 1.49 1.70 
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