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of the buried cobs was lost at the rainfed site. At the irrigated site 
42% of surface cobs and 64% of buried cobs was lost.

Initial cob C content was greater at the irrigated site than at 
the rainfed site (Fig. 3C). At the irrigated site cob C content was 
similar for buried and surface samples during the fi rst two sample 
periods and then decreased more quickly in buried samples than in 
surface samples. At the rainfed site cob C content decreased with 
time and was similar for surface or buried cobs resulting in a site × 
depth × time interaction for cob C content (Table 1).

Nutrients

Cob N content was greater at the irrigated site than at the rain-
fed site. Fluctuations among sample dates resulted in a site × time 
interaction (Table 1). Th e fi nal N content for buried and surface 
samples was similar to initial cob N content at both sites (Fig. 4A).

Cob P content was greater at the irrigated site than at the 
rainfed site (Table 1). Cob P content fl uctuated among sample 
dates (Table 1) but initial and fi nal cob P contents were similar 
for surface and buried samples at both sites (Fig. 4B).

Th e K content in cobs, initially greater at the irrigated site 
than at the rainfed site, declined over time with fi nal K contents 
similar for buried and surface cobs at both sites resulting in a 
site by time interaction (Table 1). Th e decline in cob K content 
was more rapid in buried cobs than in surface cobs resulting in a 
depth × time interaction (Table 1) at both sites (Fig. 4C).

Cob S content was greater at the irrigated site than at the 
rainfed site (Fig. 4D). Cob S content did not change during 
this study at the rainfed site while at the irrigated site cob S 
content increased slightly during the study resulting in a site × 
time interaction (Table 1).

Th e Ca content in cobs increased over the course of the study 
at both sites with the increase being greater at the irrigated site 
than at the rainfed site resulting in a site × time interaction 
(Table 1). Th e change in Ca content was similar for surface and 
buried cobs at each site (Fig. 5A). Initial Mg content in cobs 
was greater at the irrigated site than at the rainfed site (Fig. 5B). 
Cob Mg content increased over time with a greater increase in 
surface residue than in buried residue resulting in a depth × time 
interaction (Table 1). Cob Zn content was greater at the irrigated 
site than at the rainfed site (Fig. 5C) and increased over the 
course of the study (Table 1). Initial cob Fe content was similar at 

Fig. 2. (A) degree days and (B) daily precipitation and 
irrigation (�m) as a function of time for the irrigated reseach 
site near Mead, NE.

Fig. 3. Surface and buried cob dry matter as a function of (A) 
time and (B) degree days and (C) C content as a function of 
time for the irrigated and rainfed research sites in eastern 
Nebraska. Error bars represent standard error of the mean.
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both sites for surface and buried cobs (Fig. 5D). Cob Fe content 
increased over the course of the study with a greater increase for 
surface cobs than for buried cobs resulting in a depth × time 
interaction (Table 1). Initial cob Mn content was similar at both 
sites and depths (Fig. 5E). Cob Mn content increased over the 
course of the study with a greater increase for surface cobs than 
for buried cobs resulting in a depth × time interaction (Table 1). 
Copper content was similar for surface and buried cobs at both 
sites for the early sampling times (Fig. 5F). Cob Cu content 
doubled over the remainder of the study for surface and buried 
cobs at the rainfed site and for surface cobs at the irrigated site 
but rose nearly fi vefold in buried cobs at the irrigated site result-
ing in a site × depth × time interaction (Table 1).

DISCUSSION
Th is study determined dry matter, C, and nutrient dynamics 

during decomposition of corn cobs to better understand the 
impact cob harvest may have on soil C and soil fertility. Th e 
study was conducted at two continuous corn no-tillage sites 
that diff ered in water inputs. A previous study documented 
that irrigated soils were cooler and moister than rainfed soils 
under these conditions (Wienhold et al., 2009). Soil tempera-
tures measured during the current study resulted in a pattern 
in degree day accumulation typical for a temperate location 

(Douglas and Rickman, 1992) with degree day accumula-
tion at the irrigated site being lower than at the rainfed site. 
While there were similarities in dry matter loss and nutrient 
change patterns between the sites diff erences in soil conditions 
resulted in important diff erences.

At both sites there was a loss of 13 to 15% of dry matter 
during the fi rst two sampling periods when soil temperatures 
were low and little biological activity is expected (Fig. 3). Th e 
sites received between 4 and 6 cm of precipitation during this 
time and the dry matter loss was likely a physical process where 
soluble material was leached from the cobs. Th e amount of dry 
matter lost during this time period agrees well with the 12% 
soluble cellular material estimated by the fi ber analysis of the 
cobs. Rapid loss of soluble residue components is a common 
observation in decomposition studies (Singh and Gupta, 1977). 
Once degree days began to accumulate dry matter loss was 
greater for buried cobs than for surface cobs at both sites but 
the diff erence in dry matter loss between surface and buried 
cobs was greater at the irrigated site than at the rainfed site (22 
vs. 10%). More rapid decomposition of buried cobs has been 
previously reported (Burgess et al., 2002). Buried cobs are in 
closer association with soil and therefore more available to soil 
microorganisms (Doran, 1980). Surface cobs at both sites likely 
dried out quickly aft er experiencing rain or irrigation events. 

Fig. 4. Nitrogen, P, K, and S content for surface and buried cobs as a function of time for the irrigated and rainfed research sites in 
eastern Nebraska. Error bars represent standard error of the mean.

Table 1. Analysis of variance results for dry matter and nutrient content changes during cob decomposition.

Dry matter Nutrient
Effect C N P K S Ca Mg Zn Fe Mn Cu
Site (S) <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.0002 <0.0001 0.0006 0.0004 0.0008 0.75 0.98 0.0004
Depth (D) <0.0001 0.009 0.45 0.25 <0.0001 0.53 0.94 0.001 0.02 0.0007 0.005 0.001

S × D 0.0002 0.0006 0.07 0.34 0.0006 0.70 0.34 0.61 0.82 0.018 0.15 0.004
Time (T) <0.0001 <0.0001 0.02 0.001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001

S × T 0.002 0.04 0.0001 0.10 <0.0001 <0.0001 <0.0001 0.10 0.94 0.37 0.83 0.002

D × T <0.0001 0.04 0.48 0.40 <0.0001 0.98 0.08 <0.0001 0.35 0.002 0.01 <0.0001

S × D × T <0.0001 0.002 0.41 0.40 0.07 0.99 0.58 0.44 0.46 0.07 0.37 <0.0001



1196 Agronomy Journa l  •  Volume 103, Issue 4 •  2011

Buried cobs would dry more slowly and cobs at the irrigated 
site would likely have experienced moister conditions a greater 
portion of the study due to 20 cm greater water input.

Nutrient concentration and composition of residue are oft en 
used to describe residue quality in decomposition studies (Collins 
et al., 1990). Th e soluble cell material, lignin concentrations, and 

initial C/N ratio of cob residue in this study are slightly lower 
than those reported by Burgess et al. (2002). In this study initial 
cob C and S concentrations are similar and N, P, and K concentra-
tions are lower than those reported by Johnson et al. (2010) across 
eight locations in the United States (450 g C kg–1, 5.5 g N kg–1, 
0.5 g P kg–1, 6.2 g K kg–1, and 0.3 g S kg–1). As the cobs decom-
posed the C/N ratio declined from 122 to 60. Th e decline in cob 
C content over time represents respiration losses as soil microor-
ganisms break down the residue (Johnson et al., 2007). While C 
content declined as C compounds in the residue were being used 
as energy sources by soil microorganisms N, P, and S content did 
not change suggesting that little N, P, and S would be available 
to a growing crop during the fi rst year of cob decomposition. 
Th ese results diff er from those of Alberts and Shrader (1980) who 
reported a decline in N and P content for stalk and leaf residue 
during the fi rst year of decomposition. In contrast, cob K content 
declined with most of the loss in K occurring during the fi rst two 
sampling periods when biological activity was limited by low soil 
temperatures. As K was lost from the cobs it likely would occupy 
exchange sites in the soil and would become part of the available 
K pool the following growing season. Removal of cobs for use as 
a feedstock would have resulted in the loss of 12.5 kg K ha–1 at 
the rainfed site and 18.5 kg K ha–1 at the irrigated site. We are not 
aware of other studies determining the fate of K and S during cob 
decomposition.

Fig. 5. Calcium, Mg, Zn, Fe, Mn, and Cu content for surface and buried cobs as a function of time for the irrigated and rainfed 
research sites in eastern Nebraska. Error bars represent standard error of the mean.

Table 2. Nutrients removed from a 9 Mg ha–1 corn crop as-
suming 100% grain removal, 50% stover removal, or 100% cob 
removal.

Nutrient Grain† Stover‡ Cobs
Dry matter, Mg ha–1 9.0 4.5 1.8
C, Mg ha–1 4.1 1.9 0.8
N, kg ha–1 141 29 7
P, kg ha–1 29 5 0.5
K, kg ha–1 40 48 21
S, kg ha–1 10 2 0.5
Ca, kg ha–1 3 16 4
Mg, kg ha–1 11 9 0.4
Fe, g ha–1 489 600 342
Zn, g ha–1 218 135 23
Mn, g ha– 71 135 14
Cu, g ha–1 23 14 6
† Grain nutrient removal calculated using grain nutrient concentrations reported 
in National Resource Council (2000). 
‡ Stover nutrient removal calculated using stover nutrient concentrations 
reported in Johnson et al. (2010).
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Other nutrients assessed at this site (Ca, Mg, Zn, Fe, Mn, and 
Cu) changed little in content during early sample periods and then 
accumulated over the course of the study. One possible explanation 
for the accumulation of micronutrients in the cobs is contamina-
tion by soil adhering to the residue. Little soil adhered to buried 
cobs as these were always relatively moist when collected and associ-
ated soil was easily dislodged. Surface cobs dried out more quickly 
and soil adhered more strongly. Ash content of surface cobs from 
the irrigated site was double and from the irrigated site was fourfold 
that of buried cobs. Accumulation of Ca, Mg, Zn, Fe, Mn, and Cu 
in cobs did not follow a consistent pattern (Fig. 5). Th e accumula-
tion patterns exhibited by Fe (Fig. 5D) and Mn (Fig. 5E) most 
closely resemble ash content and soil contamination may explain 
the increase over the course of the study. For Ca, Mg, Zn, and Cu 
accumulation tended to be greater in cobs at the irrigated site than 
at the rainfed site and greater in buried cobs than in surface cobs 
which are opposite the trends in ash content. In addition to soil 
contamination, processes such as leaching and bioaccumulation 
may have played a role in the accumulation pattern exhibited by 
micronutrients in this study. More detailed methods than those 
used in this study will be needed assess these processes. We know of 
no studies reporting nutrient dynamics during cob decomposition.

One of the concerns associated with use of crop residue as a 
biofuel feedstock relates to the removal of nutrients and a poten-
tial decline in soil fertility over time. Grain removal during crop 
production removes signifi cant amounts of nutrients (Table 2). 
Harvesting stover for use as a biofuel feedstock, assuming 50% 
removal, would result in additional nutrient removal of 20 to 
120% that of grain for nutrients N, P, K, and S. Removal of other 
nutrients in stover ranges from 60% for Zn and Cu to ~500% for 
Ca when compared to that removed in the grain. In contrast, the 
lower mass of dry matter removed combined with the lower con-
centration of nutrients in cobs than in stalks and leaves results 
in removal of fewer nutrients with cob removal than removal of 
other stover components (Table 2).

Cob mass is 17 to 20% of grain mass (Halvorson and John-
son, 2009; Varvel and Wilhelm, 2008) and based on an average 
national yield of 257 million Mg corn grain from 2005 to 2009 
(http://www.nass.usda.gov/ verifi ed 19 May 2011) cobs represent 
a 40 to 50 million Mg yr–1 feedstock. Results from the present 
study show that with the exception of K nutrients in cobs are 
retained during the fi rst year of decomposition and would have 
limited availability to the subsequent crop. In addition, harvest-
ing cobs results in lower nutrient removal rates than when other 
stover components are included in the harvest. As cob harvesting 
technology is developed and cellulosic conversion processes are 
developed cobs have potential to be a signifi cant feedstock with 
minor eff ect on crop nutrient availability.
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