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Module builder pickers was a topic of con-
cern of Chuck Danehower, University of
Tennessee extension area farm manage-

ment specialist, recently.
“There has been some research in some other

areas on this equipment and I have reviewed
that research and tweaked it a little bit for Ten-
nessee conditions,” he said. “I considered our
yield, the type of yield history that we have, and
I tried to come up with what the economics of
these machines
are.”

Cotton farmers
have completely
gotten away from
the wagons and
trailers and the
module builders
probably have been
around since the
1970s. They came
into Tennessee
probably in the late
1980s, early 1990s.

“That might have
been tied to the
gins,” Danehower
said. “The gins
would have had to
make that invest-
ment to be able to
handle modules
and so they had to
buy into it.”

It took about 10 to 15 years for the wagons to
disappear, however now a new era is beginning
in that the module builder picker has been pre-
sented.

“They are called ‘on-board module building
pickers’ or ‘on-board module builders’ and they
are looking at building the module within the
picker as the picker is going through the field
picking cotton,” Danehower explained.

“That can give a tremendous advantage to a
producer from several standpoints. It can in-
crease his efficiency in that field or on his oper-
ation. It also would eliminate stand-alone
module builders, stand alone module builders,
bole buggies that take cotton from the picker to
the module builder, and the labor that is re-
quired for those machines. That has gotten to
be an issue the last several years, having the
additional labor to run that kind of harvest sys-
tem with module builders and pickers or bug-
gies.”

While eliminating the added machinery this
also eliminates some of the breakdowns and
labor associated with them. With the labor is-
sues, too, there’s always the concern of whether
the help will show up or not. Traditionally, the
employees who work the module builders and
the bole buggies are seasonal type employees
and are not as tied to the operation as full-time
employees.

“Currently there are two systems on the mar-
ket,” he added. “I guess the Case product has
probably been on the market longer than John
Deere’s. It has probably been out maybe one or
two years to where a producer could buy it.”

He explained the new machines are mini mod-
ules. The design is similar to the current mod-
ules that are shaped like a loaf of bread but only
about half the size of the present modules. The
cotton is compacted within the picker and then
the picker will dump it on the end of the field.

The bale is not wrapped, but is just like the
traditional module, but just smaller. Two are
put together at the end of the field then a team
of two employees will go around and wrap those
modules with a small tarp.

While a traditional module has something like
15 bales of cotton in it, the new Case modules
on their on-board picker or module picker prob-
ably have a capacity of six-and-a-half to seven
bales in them.

“They are pretty sizeable,” said Danehower.
“Much of that depends on how operators get
used to building them and making them. There
is a lot of electronics computerized to help them
determine when the module is full, when it is
ready to dump, and how long it will be until it is
ready to dump.

“Now the John Deere system is a little different
system,” he continued. “It makes like a big
round hay bale, except there is about three-four

bales of cotton in that hay bale, so the bale is
about 5,000 pounds.”

Danehower said the Case picker could fit
about two of its modules into a regular module
truck, while the John Deere can fit about four of
its round bales into the module truck.

“Just like a hay bale, the John Deere will wrap
that bale to protect it from the weather and ele-
ments, and then it unloads into a bale carrier
on the picker,” he said. “At the end of the turn
row it just dumps it off. You have to have some-
body with a tractor and a cotton bale mover to
come along and stage then. They will put the

four bales together for a truck to get them.”
The round bales are held together with the

wrap, the square bales are held together by
compaction with a tarp over the top to protect
them.

How quickly farmers latch on to the new sys-
tem will depend on the size of the producer.

“Both of these systems probably are designed
more for a 1,500 to 1,600 acre producer to
make it most efficient or cost effective for them,”
Danehower said. “They probably will have to
have that many acres. If you are a 500-acre pro-
ducer or in and out of cotton, it is not a system
for you. I have heard some comments that this
might be a pretty good system for a custom har-
vester to have, and we may see some of that po-
tentially down the road. That will cut their labor
costs.”

The cost of the new system is one of the bigger
issues. Danehower said they cost $100,000 to
$150,000 more than the traditional six-row
standard picker.

“That is just one cost now,” he said. “The other
cost or savings that we look at may be based
on field efficiency, improvement in cotton qual-
ity and different factors like that, so when you
factor all those things even though it is a higher
purchase cost, there will be a reduction of
equipment and labor, so you are going to see
probably a savings overall.”

The gins can handle cotton from the Case
module builder with no modifications.

“With the John Deere system there may be a
few small modifications on the module hauling
truck because the current chain will tear into
that plastic and mess it up,” Danehower said.
“When the bale gets to the gin they will have to
have an unwrapper to take the plastic off. They
say that is estimated to cost $250,000 to
$500,000 for a gin. The gin also will need two
employees to work that machine. That is not de-
pending on how many John Deere bales that gin
will gin, so it may or may not be a significant
cost. The examples that I have seen have been
like on a 40,000 bale capacity gin, and John
Deere bales all they gin. So that would proba-
bly be about $1 a bale cost.”

Danehower said it’s unlikely the module
builders will disappear soon. When the larger
farmers go to the module builder pickers, there
will be opportunities for the small farmer to pur-
chase a used six row picker and some module
builders or bole buggies a little cheaper.

“Maybe they have enough labor or they might
not have labor issues, those types of producers
probably will be able to take advantage of that
and also benefit from it,” he added. “The gins
will probably be doing similar systems. They are
used to the changes. They used to have gin trail-
ers and gin modules also at the same time, so
that may not be a big issue.” ∆
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