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As spring sets in, with the days are getting longer and the snow receding, many of us are eager to get into the fields for spring planting. While we can’t rush Mother Nature into anything, we can take steps to be ready when she is.

Before we get started, it is important to take precaution to ensure your safety when working with farm machinery. Start out with the planter on a level surface and block the wheels. It is also important to lock or block the raised planter before servicing. If the planter is connected to the tractor, engage the parking brake and/or place transmission in park, and remove the key. When handling planter components, be sure to use proper skin, eye and respiratory protection to avoid contact with residual seed treatment, fertilizer, herbicides and pesticides. Always follow precautions labeled by the manufactures of these products.

Once safety precautions are in place, we’ll start with spring-cleaning and I don’t think I need to mention that this will be easier if you cleaned your machine up at the end of last season. Starting with the chains, clean any dirt or grease that may have accumulated. Dirt-laden grease can be abrasive, causing unnecessary wear to the drive components. While cleaning these areas, take a moment to check the chain alignment and attend to any sprockets that may have migrated out of place. 

The sprockets themselves may also have a story to tell. Check for excessive wear or for evidence that the chain has been not riding properly on the sprocket. These signs could indicate a misaligned sprocket or excessive chain elongation. Chains also may have rusted over the winter from condensate. Rusty chain joints can become stiff, resulting in irregular power transmission to the planter’s seed, pesticide and fertilizer metering systems. When lubricating chains, do not use chain lube or any other heavy petroleum-based lubricants that may cause a buildup of dust or dirt on the chain or associated sprockets.
Manufacturers recommend removing, emptying and cleaning seed meters at the end of the season and storing them indoors over the winter. If you didn’t have the time to do this last year, the next step is to clean the meter housing, chamber and seed disk with mild detergent and soft brush. While cleaning the meters, take the chance to inspect its components. 

If you have a finger pick-up meter, turn the meter by hand to see if the meter’s springs are holding the tabs of the fingers against the carrier plate at the appropriate time and clearance and adjust if necessary. See your operator’s manual for tolerances and adjustment procedures specific to your machine. When inspecting the meter never turn it backwards as this could cause damage. Depending on the design of the meter, you may need to disassemble it to properly clean. 

Those with vacuum or pressurized meters will need to follow similar procedures when cleaning and inspecting, however, there are some specific points of interest. First, check the double eliminator brushes for wear, specifically for gaps large enough for seed to pass through. Check seals and disk wipers to ensure they are not weathered or cracked. Finally, inspect the seed disk itself for wear around the edge as well as in and around seed cells. If wear is detected, take note and monitor that row unit during the season. Irregular, worn holes can heighten the occurrence of doubles, increasing spacing variability and population. If you’re not willing to wait and test the seed disk wear in the field, take the meter to your dealer and have them run it on their test stand. This is a good way to try the meters out and to diagnose problems before you hit the fields. Expect to pay $10-$20 per meter to have it evaluated at your dealer.

Another cleaning step associated with vacuum planters is to purge the manifold and the hoses to each row unit of dirt and seed treatment. Eye and respiratory protection are needed for this step. With the vacuum pump running, remove each vacuum hose from its meter, shake and replace. When finished, remove manifold end caps to purge the manifold.
The final spot to clean are the seed tubes. Dust and seed treatments can build up on the seed sensor and in the seed tube.  This buildup can become significant enough to interrupt the sensor signal light, resulting in low population counts at the planter monitor. Special seed tube brushes available at your dealer can be used in conjunction with mild detergent to remedy this problem. Also check the seed tube and seed tube guard for wear. Worn or dirty seed tubes could interrupt the smooth transition the seed needs to make from the meter to the furrow for accurate seed placement.

Now on to the dirty work. Each season, all-wheel and non-sealed coulter and row cleaner bearings should be disassembled, cleaned and re-packed with grease. Be sure to check your operator’s manual for specific instructions for your machine regarding bearing seals and for setting the bearing and adjusting play.

Disk openers and gauge wheels are the next item on the checklist. Those using double disk openers should inspect to be sure the openers aren’t too worn so that they are no longer touching and thus allowing dirt to pass though, leading to non-uniform seed furrow depth. Your operator’s manual should provide a minimum allowable disk diameter. Also, to prevent a buildup of dirt or trash between gauge wheels and the opener, you may need to adjust so they properly sit against disk blades. 

Finally, check your planter’s tire pressure. Most of our planters utilize a drive tire for seed and chemical metering and therefore need to have properly inflated (proper diameter) tires to maintain the gear ratio and the validity of the seed, fertilizer and insecticide charts in your manual. You’ll need to keep an eye on tire pressure throughout the planting season.
One more thing, are you thinking of putting a new tractor on the planter this year? Double check that your planter is level; an improperly-leveled planter can inhibit the action of the row unit’s parallel-bar linkage, potentially leading to non-uniform seeding depth. You’ll probably need to check levelness in the field, but for now, your operator’s manual should get you in the ballpark by a simple hitch height measurement. Also, if you are adding or removing any row unit attachments be sure to monitor row units so that depth is maintained. You may need to adjust down pressure to maintain depth. Remember, your gauge wheels should be carrying some of the row unit’s weight while planting.

These steps should help you feel like you’ve made some progress as we wait for spring to well, spring. Look here for more information and in-field planting tips before planting. Until then, I hope this keeps the spring planting jitters under control.

